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The Crusades had a wide variety of impacts on societies throughout Europe, 
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knowledge between cultures. This book argues that the Nubian kingdom of 
Dotawo and the Latin Christians became increasingly more connected 
between the twelfth and early fourteenth centuries than has been acknowl-
edged. Subsequently, when Solomonic Ethiopian-Latin Christian diplomatic 
relations began in 1402, they were building on the prior connections of 
Nubia, either wittingly or unwittingly: Ethiopia became the ‘Ethiopia’ that 
the Latin Christians had previously been aiming to develop relations with. 
The histories of Nubia, Ethiopia, and the Crusades were directly and indi-
rectly entwined between the twelfth century and 1402.

By placing Nubia and Ethiopia within the wider context of the Crusades, 
new perspectives can be made regarding the international activity of Nubia 
and Ethiopia between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries and the regional role 
reversal of Dotawo and Solomonic Ethiopia from the early fourteenth cen-
tury. Prior to the fourteenth century, Nubia had been the dominant Christian 
power in the region before Solomonic Ethiopia began to replace it, including 
by adopting elements of discourse which had previously been attributed to 
Nubia, such as its ruler being the recognised protector of the Christians of 
north-east Africa. This process should not be viewed in isolation of the wider 
regional geo-political context.

Nubia, Ethiopia, and the Crusading World, 1095–1402 will appeal to all 
those interested in the history of Nubia, Ethiopia, and the Crusades particu-
larly concerning inter-regional physical and intellectual connectivity.
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The geo-cultural region of Nubia stretched from the first cataract of the Nile 
up to at least 300 km beyond the region of modern Khartoum, covering more 
than 1,200 km north to south as the crow flies. The extent of its western 
boundary is currently unknown, whilst its eastern boundary, at least for some 
periods, appears to have reached up to the Red Sea.1 The rulers of Nubia 
held the title of ourou or basileu[s] (ⲟⲩⲣⲟⲩ/ⲃⲁⲥⲓⲗⲉⲩ). The toponym Nubia 
is used in this work to provide consistency for the international context, but 
politically, there was no single Sudanese Christian kingdom called ‘Nubia’. 
Since the Christianisation of the kingdoms of Nobadia, Makuria, and Alwa 
in the sixth century by Byzantine missionaries, a continuous Christian power 
is known to have existed in the region until at least the late fifteenth century, 
when its last ourou is documented, if  not into the sixteenth century. Giovanni 
Ruffini has shown that from the first half  of the twelfth century at the latest, 
if  not during the eleventh century, the Nubian kingdoms of Makuria (which 
had annexed Nobadia in the early eighth century) and Alwa united under 
a singular toponym of the Kingdom of Dotawo (ⲇⲱⲧⲁⲩⲟ) in Old Nubian 
sources.2 However, as far as external commentators were concerned, Dotawo 
was not adopted as an international toponym. Muslim sources continued to 
separately reference Makuria and Alwa, under the overarching toponym of 
al-Nūba (النوبة) – in addition to al-Marīs, which roughly coincided with the 
region of Nobadia in Lower Nubia – whilst Latin Christian sources only 
refer to the kingdom as Nubia. They show no awareness of the toponym 
of Dotawo or any further geographical or political specificity that it may 
have had. Thus, it is unknown what exactly the Latin Christians understood 
as Nubia, whether it was synonymous with Dotawo or was representative 
of a vaguer political or cultural regional construct. Therefore, Nubian-Latin 
Christian relations is the term which best reflects the Nubia documented by 
numerous source corpora. Employing a more specific descriptor of Dotawan-
Latin Christian relations, for example, might otherwise overstate the reality 
of sometimes imagined Nubian-Latin Christian relations by Latin Christians 
or the Muslims of Egypt in place of the extent of the actual direct involve-
ment of Dotawo.

Demarcating clear geographical boundaries for Ethiopia for the period in 
question is more problematic; indeed, Ethiopia’s geography continually 
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shifted. A Christian kingdom had been present in Ethiopia since ʾAksum’s 
conversion in the fourth century – largely centred in the modern northern 
Ethiopian regions of Amhara and Tigray and modern Eritrea – until the 
disestablishment of the Solomonic dynasty in 1974 within the more recognis-
able borders of modern Ethiopia. For most, if  not all, of the crusading 
period, the Ethiopian post-ʾAksumite kingdom of Bǝgwǝna was ruled by the 
so-called Zagwe dynasty until the arrival of the Solomonic dynasty in 1270, 
who claimed legitimacy and descent from Ethiopia’s ʾ Aksumite predecessors. 
The most common title for Ethiopian rulers was nǝguś (ንጉሠ), but rulers 
could also be addressed by the titles ḥaṣe/ḥaḍe or aṣe, which are most com-
monly translated as ‘your majesty’. What the Latin Christians came to know 
as ‘Abyssinia’ from the twelfth century largely centred on the region of Lasta 
in north-central Ethiopia, east of Lake Tana. This lasted until the first major 
period of Solomonic Ethiopian expansion beyond the historical northern 
heartlands of ʾAksum and Bǝgwǝna, undertaken by aṣe ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon during 
the first half  of the fourteenth century.3

The kingdom of Ethiopia did not identify as ‘Ethiopia’ until the arrival of 
the Solomonids. Neither was Ethiopia the kingdom commonly referred to as 
Ethiopia in Latin Christian texts. Instead, the concept of Christian ‘Ethiopia’, 
or the comparable Kush, the latter of which was employed by Nubians them-
selves, centred overwhelmingly on Nubia until the fourteenth century by 
external commentators. Pre-Christian discourses, which remained prominent 
in the works of many post-classical and medieval Latin and Greek writers, 
located ‘Ethiopia’ anywhere from West Africa, East Africa, or India, depend-
ing on context. As will be discussed in Chapter 1, the rare examples of the 
ʾAksumite use of the Greek Aithiopia (Αιθιοπία) cannot be said to have been 
used as endonyms akin to the fourteenth-century Ethiopian emergence of 
ʾItyoṗya (ኢትዮጵያ), whilst the ʾAksumite non-biblical references to Kush 
(Kāsū, ካሱ) clearly demarcate Nubia. The need to carefully distinguish 
between Ethiopias is integral to understanding the antecedents and motiva-
tions behind the increasing Latin Christian desire to engage with regions 
across Africa from the fifteenth century. Henceforth, Ethiopia (unquoted) 
will be used in relation to the kingdom of Ethiopia for consistency, whereas 
‘Ethiopia’ (quoted) will refer always to either Nubia or regional north-east 
Africa depending on the given context unless otherwise stated. By doing so, 
this current study will highlight the oft-ignored role of Nubia in the history 
of the Crusades and Ethiopian-Latin Christian interaction.

Notes
 1 For background, see D. A. Welsby, Medieval Kingdoms of Nubia: Pagans, 

Christians and Muslims in the Middle Nile (London, 2002) and G. R. Ruffini, 
Medieval Nubia: A Social and Economic History (New York, 2012).

 2 G. R. Ruffini, ‘Newer Light on the Kingdom of Dotawo’, in Qasr Ibrim, Between 
Egypt and Africa: Studies in Cultural Exchange (Nino Symposium, Leiden, 11–12 
December 2009), eds. J. van der Vliet and J. L. Hagen (Leuven, 2013), pp. 
179–91.
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Introduction

In the summer of 1402, an Ethiopian embassy of unknown size, led by the 
Florentine Antonio Bartoli, arrived in Venice. The embassy was sent by aṣe 
Däwit II, the ruler of Ethiopia (r. c. 1379–1413), who had initially questioned 
Bartoli and one of his companions about their home in ‘Frankland’ after 
they had been brought to his court in c. 1398–9. It remains unclear whether 
Bartoli and his companion were merchants, pilgrims, or general travellers. 
Verena Krebs has recently shown how this Ethiopian embassy, and subse-
quent embassies which were dispatched to Latin Europe throughout the fif-
teenth century, primarily sought relics – specifically a piece of the True Cross 
in 1402 – and other religious objects. The returning embassy was partly, if  not 
wholly, successful in its aims and had also acquired the services of five addi-
tional craftsmen: a painter, a carpenter, two builders, and an armourer. The 
embassies were especially not seeking to acquire supposedly superior Latin 
European weapons technology, which is the oft-repeated scholarly narrative.1 
For our purposes, the arrival of the 1402 embassy began a period which has 
been framed by Matteo Salvadore as the ‘birth of Ethiopian-European rela-
tions’.2 Did, however, the events of 1402 just happen, and how far did the 
embassy reflect a beginning? Whilst the specific desires of aṣe Däwit which 
directly led to the embassy may have been more immediate, the embassy 
should also be situated within a narrative which encompassed the previous 
two centuries. Discussion of the post-1402 period should additionally be 
viewed within the context of the relations between Nubia, Ethiopia, and the 
crusading world since the launch of the First Crusade in 1095. Specifically, 
this book is designed to highlight the role that the Nubian kingdom of 
Dotawo – Ethiopia’s northern neighbour – played in the origins of Ethiopian-
Latin Christian relations prior to 1402 and its subsequent facilitation. In 
order to do so, this book offers an interconnected history of Nubia, Ethiopia, 
and the Latin Christian Crusaders between the eleventh and fourteenth cen-
turies from their respective perspectives, at least as far as the current source 
corpus allows. It will argue that much more can be said of the entwined his-
tories of Nubia, Ethiopia, and the Latin Christians than is currently the 
dominant scholarly narrative.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003038108-1


2 Introduction

Nubia, Ethiopia, and the Crusading World: The State of the Field

The direct connection between Nubia and the Crusades or Ethiopia and the 
Crusades is commonly rejected in Nubian and Ethiopian scholarship. This 
topic has occasionally appeared tangentially in more general histories, but 
few have focused on it specifically, and the period before 1402 has never been 
the focus of a book-length study. In Nubian Studies, Giovanni Vantini was 
the most vocal advocate for Nubian-Latin Christian interaction, particularly 
during the latter crusading period in the thirteenth century. Others, such as 
Peter Shinnie, Derek Welsby, and Effie Zacharopoulou, have dismissed the 
Crusades as an influential factor in Nubian history.3 In Ethiopian Studies, a 
similar narrative rejecting Ethiopian-Latin Christian relations prior to the 
fifteenth century prevails on the grounds that the Crusades would only have 
brought negative consequences to Ethiopia, such as argued in the key histo-
ries of pre-Solomonic Ethiopia produced by Sergew Hable Sellassie and 
Marie-Laure Derat.4 Nubian and Ethiopian ignorance of the Latin 
Christians, and vice versa, is the most common reason given in scholarship 
for dismissing possible relations between each group between the twelfth and 
fourteenth centuries. This view, however, as will be shown throughout this 
book, is far too simplistic, and new perspectives can be offered by taking a 
more connected approach to the histories of Dotawo, Ethiopia, and the 
Crusades regarding more localised matters even beyond those able to be dis-
cussed here. For instance, such as offering avenues for further exploration 
between the physical and intellectual connectivity between Nubia and 
Ethiopia.

Crusades scholarship has fared better in acknowledging Latin Christian 
interactions with Nubians and Ethiopians, but not in assessing their conse-
quences. Equally, the vast majority of  these discussions have relied almost 
exclusively on Latin Christian sources. It has long been acknowledged that 
the Crusader States – the Kingdom of Jerusalem, the Principality of 
Antioch, the County of  Tripoli, and the County of  Edessa established fol-
lowing the First Crusade (1096–9) – were home to a multitude of  Eastern 
Christian permanent and semi-permanent communities, as well as non-per-
manent diasporas. The study of  the relationship between the Latin Christians 
and these Eastern Christian groups has long been a feature in modern schol-
arship, though it has primarily centred around the question of  the tolerance 
and intolerance of  the relationship among Christians, Muslims, and Jews 
more broadly. For instance, Jonathan Riley-Smith posited that the imple-
mentation of  a hybrid dhimma system by the Latin Christians enabled 
Eastern communities to carry on living peacefully whilst enforcing taxes on 
non-Christians, which resulted in the continuation of  the way of  life for 
many communities.5 Yet, in relation to Christian communities, Christopher 
MacEvitt has argued that different Christian groups actively conducted 
their worship separately, despite sharing processional spaces, particularly 
during the twelfth century. Although this separation was not always the case 
– indeed, the opposite was sometimes portrayed as a sign of  early Christian 
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unity in the Holy Land – tensions between groups would seemingly have 
naturally reduced the number of  interactions in the Crusader States which 
also would have included African Christians.6 However, MacEvitt’s wider 
framing of  inter-Christian societal relations within the Crusader States as 
‘rough tolerance’ remains a problematic universalist description when the 
processes of  inter-Christian knowledge dissemination are considered.7 If  
knowledge dissemination and development appear to have been able to tran-
scend supposed societal tensions and the narrative of  inter-group isolation, 
can we really characterise inter-communal interactions within the Crusader 
States so rigidly or do we need to be much more nuanced? This is especially 
true when Nubians and Ethiopians are considered and what intellectual, 
political, and cultural role engagements with Latin Christians inspired.

Based on current archaeological data, Ronnie Ellenblum estimated that 
Latin Christians only constituted between 15% and 25% of the population of 
the Crusader States, though this fluctuated depending on the urban or rural 
setting.8 A working relationship between various groups was therefore highly 
likely. The historiographical question of tolerance is more commonly framed 
regarding inter-faith, rather than intra-faith, relations. Arguably the most 
famous and retold story of positive Muslim-Latin Christian interaction is 
that of Usāmā ibn Munqiḍh, who narrated his time in Jerusalem in the early 
1140s later in his life and emphasised the different outlooks between ‘Eastern’ 
Latin Christians and those venturing from Western Europe. He recalled how 
during one particular visit to the al-Ḥaram al-Šarīf, he was harassed by a 
Latin Christian newcomer to the city, particularly for praying towards Mecca. 
However, the Templars who controlled Temple Mount, who had also been 
respectful of his earlier visits, came to his aid and expelled the Latin Christian, 
highlighting how it was not uncommon for ‘oriental’ Latin Christians to have 
developed more positivist relationships with Eastern groups via a state of 
more prolonged interaction which ‘occidental’ Christians were not necessar-
ily as accustomed to.9 Indeed, such evidence has led to Suleiman Mourad 
recently explicitly calling for a reframing of the primary scholarly outlook of 
intolerance between Latin Christians and Muslims more generally during the 
Crusades.10 Whilst Latin Christian relations with the Christian populations 
of the Holy Land may not necessarily mirror those of Latin Christian-
Muslim relations, we should be wary about applying a stereotype to the Latin 
Christians as dismissive and intrusive to all groups they encountered. After 
all, what encouraged the change which led to ‘occidentals’ becoming ‘orien-
tals’, as Fulcher of Chartres described within a generation of the First 
Crusade, if  adopting local customs, dress, and language of both the local 
Muslim and Christian populations were not integral to daily life and, thus, 
enablers of exchange?11

Currently, studies analysing Latin Christian attitudes towards Eastern 
Christians in the Holy Land overwhelmingly focus only on resident Syrians, 
Armenians, or Greeks, leaving large lacunas detailing other Eastern Christian 
groups who similarly lived in the region; notably, Nubian and Ethiopian 
Christians.12 Nubians and Ethiopians have often been overlooked in 
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discussions of inter-Christian relations in the Holy Land, with scholarship 
instead largely remaining focused on the question of the scale of their pres-
ence. The question of the scale of the Nubian and Ethiopian presence in the 
Holy Land has, however, transcended historiographical boundaries between 
Nubian, Ethiopian, and Crusades Studies. Since Enrico Cerulli’s two-volume 
Etiopi in Palestina (1943–7), which documented the premodern presence of 
Ethiopians, and occasionally Nubians (or ‘Ethiopians’), in the Holy Land, 
analysis of the scope and scale of the pre-fifteenth-century Ethiopian pres-
ence in the Holy Land – and increasingly the wider Mediterranean – has 
dominated over any similar discussion of Nubians.13 Discussion of this ear-
lier presence is most commonly presented through the comments made by 
Latin European observers, which almost exclusively only comment on popu-
lations in Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Nazareth or, in the case of Egypt, Cairo 
and Alexandria. Many, however, only note the existence of populations, but 
do not specify beyond the general region. Unlike much of the current histo-
riography on the question of the Nubian and Ethiopian presence, this study 
will also include discussion of non-Latin Christian sources, which challenges 
common narratives, notably whether the argument for an absence of 
Ethiopians in twelfth-century Jerusalem can truly be sustained. Moreover, 
what the Nubian and Ethiopian presence in the Holy Land, Egypt, and the 
wider Mediterranean, and the interactions that this inspired and facilitated, 
meant politically and intellectually for each of the Nubians, Ethiopians, and 
Latin Christians has received little study. It is the intention of this book to 
highlight how much more can be ascertained in scholarship beyond merely 
the scale of the presence of Nubians and Ethiopians in the Holy Land or 
Egypt and what consequences subsequent interactions had. Naturally, at the 
very least, increasing interactions informed each group more about the other. 
In this regard, this book is not the first study which highlights such knowl-
edge development and builds on the shorter studies of Bernard Hamilton 
and Robin Seignobos. Both highlight how Latin Christian knowledge devel-
opment of Nubia, especially, developed during the crusading era.14 
Importantly, this was in addition to the development of the explicitly Latin 
Christian myth of Prester John, the mythical Eastern Christian king who was 
long sought as an ally from the mid-twelfth century. Regrettably, sources for 
the Nubian and Ethiopian situation regarding their knowledge development 
of the Latin Christians remain too fragmented to offer a similarly sustained 
synthesis.

Nevertheless, it is the aim of this book to bring together these strands of 
scholarship and to offer a synthesis of events which have largely remained 
viewed as hitherto unconnected. Despite the limited evidence of African 
provenance for either Nubian or Ethiopian engagement with a particular 
crusade, there is still a narrative connecting Nubia, Ethiopia, and the wider 
crusading world to be told. Moreover, this regional interconnectivity should 
also be contextualised with events which happened in Nubia and Ethiopia. 
For instance, the Mamlūk pressure on Dotawo from the late thirteenth cen-
tury, which is often thought of as the initial catalyst for Christian Nubia’s 
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increasing decline and eventual collapse, takes on additional importance 
when viewed within the broader geopolitical context of the Crusades and 
Nubia’s role within them, whether real or imagined by Egyptian commenta-
tors. Significantly, these events created a political and cultural vacuum that 
the newly emerged ‘Ethiopia’ of Solomonic Ethiopia could exploit from the 
fourteenth century by rivalling, and ultimately replacing, the original univer-
sal Christian Nubian ‘Ethiopia’. Solomonic Ethiopia’s adoption of the 
‘Ethiopian’ identity became integral to the cementing of early Solomonic 
rule and, coincidently, the later successes of its diplomatic activities with 
Latin Europe. Neither of these processes should be viewed in isolation from 
what was happening in Nubia.

Navigating the Source Corpus

It is regrettable that so few contemporary relevant African textual sources 
have survived for such a study. Both Christian Nubia and Ethiopia were cen-
tres of manuscript production. However, sources from Nubia are largely the-
ological, legal, or economic – whether written in Old Nubian, Coptic, Greek, 
or Arabic – with no example of a chronicle written in Dotawo known to date, 
thus limiting the Nubian evidence for discussing the Dotowan perspective 
regarding external affairs. The collapse of Dotawo during the sixteenth cen-
tury has further hindered source survival over the subsequent centuries. 
Ethiopia, on the other hand, has surviving chronicles written in Gəʿəz, but 
none of these date to before the fourteenth century. Pre-fourteenth-century 
non-religious texts are rare, and those which have survived are primarily land 
grants, epigraphic material, or inscriptions on material culture. These often 
offer little for the study in question. Moreover, multiple turbulent events have 
destroyed collections of Ethiopia’s many texts, such as the invasion of Aḥmed 
ibn Ibrāhīm al-Ğāzī in the mid-sixteenth century, during the Oromo migra-
tions in the sixteenth-seventeenth centuries, and the destruction of the 
Gondar treasury (which housed many manuscripts) in the eighteenth cen-
tury. Texts written in other regional languages, such as Arabic and Coptic, do 
help to supplement many lacunas, but they are still written by external 
observers outside of the Nubian or Ethiopian perspective. Nubian and 
Ethiopian collections outside of each kingdom offer little additional light on 
surviving texts either. For instance, it is difficult to attribute a text to a Nubian 
author because of Nubia’s known multilingualism meaning that a text writ-
ten in Greek, Coptic, or even Arabic, may have actually been produced by a 
Nubian, particularly within a monastic setting, such as at the monastery of 
St. Catherine on Mount Sinai.15 Although Nubian monks were almost cer-
tainly present on Mount Sinai, no Old Nubian text is known to survive in the 
monastery’s vast and varied multilingual collections. Ethiopian texts that are 
held in external monastic locations outside of Ethiopia, such as in Jerusalem 
or at Mount Sinai, offer a similarly limited picture because surviving texts 
only date from the late fourteenth century, even though an earlier Ethiopian 
presence at such locations is attested.
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Despite these limitations, the combination of what is known, along with 
sources written in Latin, Greek, Arabic, Hebrew, Coptic, Syriac, and vernac-
ular Western European languages from a variety of textual media, in addi-
tion to archaeology and epigraphy, reveal much more interaction between 
Nubians, Ethiopians, and Latin Christians during the crusading period than 
has hitherto been recognised. References to Nubia and Ethiopia in such 
material are often sporadic and appear in a range of media. The most sys-
tematic appearances of Nubia and Ethiopia in these texts are found in Arabic 
chronicles, which are often the largest external corpus for Nubian and 
Ethiopian history for this period. However, despite the variety of sources, 
most can only offer contextual information. The majority of the evidence 
about Nubian and Ethiopian relations with Latin Christians prior to 1402 
comes from a Latin Christian perspective. Information about Nubia and 
Ethiopia appears in a variety of Latin Christian texts, ranging from chroni-
cles, itineraries, letters, cartographical legends, military plans, encyclopae-
dias, and papal decrees, to name but a few. Many references appear only in 
passing and often mask the extent of interaction, yet the volume of refer-
ences in Latin Christian texts to interactions far outnumber those which 
appear in other language sources. As a result, readers should be aware that it 
is not always possible to narrate all sources equally, as often we are dealing 
with brief  and sporadic references, rather than expansive descriptions. The 
Latin Christian perspective of this relationship, both real and imagined, 
therefore dominates the evidence base for the current work, but where possi-
ble, Nubian and Ethiopian perspectives will be offered. There are independ-
ent discourses for etymology in each of these textual cultures, thus toponyms 
and ethnonyms will be transliterated and accompanied by the original text in 
order to clarify the discussion for both specialists and non-specialists alike. 
Where possible, in order to increase accessibility to readers, all original lan-
guage source analyses will also be accompanied by a reference to a published 
translation in a modern language, primarily in English, or, alternatively, in 
either French or, in some cases, Italian, or German, if  known.16

Whilst we may be restricted in gaining many insights into Nubian and 
Ethiopian understanding of the Latin Christians prior to the fifteenth cen-
tury from Nubian and Ethiopian sources, we must distinguish between the 
registers of knowledge within the Latin Christian intellectual corpus of the 
kingdoms. As Latin Christian texts dominate the source corpus for the study 
of Nubian-Latin Christian and Ethiopian-Latin Christian relations for the 
period in question, it is necessary to outline how they relate to Latin Christian 
discourses on race, though this is not a primary concern of this book for 
reasons outlined next. This book distinguishes between the two parallel 
understandings of Africa which Valentin-Yves Mudimbe ascribed to external 
discourse on Africa prior to colonialism – the physical gnosis and the ideo-
logical or cultural interpretations attributed to Africa.17 Here, the discussion 
will focus solely on developing gnosis of Africa or, in other words, the devel-
oping Latin Christian experiential and empirical knowledge of premodern 
Africa – namely, of Nubia and Ethiopia. It will not, therefore, focus on 
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knowledge which was overtly influenced by cultural ideology or other intel-
lectual genres, such as the works concerned with the so-called Wonders of the 
East, which were often created by authors who had little or no actual direct 
engagement with the world and peoples they were describing. This is particu-
larly important as, with the exception of the rhetoric employed by writers 
associated with the First Crusade before ‘Ethiopians’ were discussed as fel-
low Christians, the knowledge of Nubia and Ethiopia represents a specific 
development in gnosis. Non-Christian ‘Ethiopians’, who were commonly 
viewed conceptually, were unconnected to these kingdoms and it was these 
who featured in the multiple Latin Christian cultural discourses of difference 
in theological symbolism, art, and literature. Even when such ‘Ethiopians’ 
are sometimes associated with Christianity, particularly in literature, it is to 
present one or more characters of reformed virtuous values rather than to act 
as an historical or contemporary commentary. The ‘ideological infrastruc-
ture’ or, indeed, cultural infrastructure, to expand on Debra Strickland’s 
term, which shaped Latin Christian discourse on non-Christians, including 
non-Christian ‘Ethiopia’, did not identically shape Latin Christian discourse 
on Christian ‘Ethiopians’ from the twelfth century.18 A distinction must be 
made, as it was by contemporaries, between the real Christian ‘Ethiopian’ 
and the conceptual generic continental ‘Ethiopian’.

Scholarly discussion of the Latin Christian conceptualisation of race and/
or blackness rarely distinguishes between different discourses concerning 
non-Christian and Christian Africa. ‘Ethiopians’ are nominally framed as 
only being non-Christians who were often depicted as being physically 
removed from the Latin Christian centre and became symbols of alterity.19 
Whilst this may be true from a conceptual point of view, it is important to 
note that Nubians and Ethiopians were not similar etiological ‘symbolic’ or 
‘phantasmic’ embodiments of sin or other negative non-Christian traits, 
which instructed many forms of medieval Latin Christian constructions of 
race which centred on religious difference.20 The question of familiarity 
remains key to the discussion. For instance, Lynn Ramey openly framed her 
study of medieval colour prejudice and its legacy in the form of racism as 
something ‘directed toward the unknown person or culture’ and that Latin 
Christian prejudicial attitudes to blackness were ‘precisely because of their 
skin colo[u]r and their usually imagined, always unfamiliar, cultural prac-
tices’.21 If  constructs of race, and by extension racism, were framed solely 
against the unfamiliar, what happens when the supposedly unfamiliar become 
familiar? Even though some Latin Christian writers did critique Nubian and 
Ethiopian Christianity as schismatic, they were not non-Christians and there-
fore did not become associated with a biopolitical construction of race and 
theological narratives of ordered hereditary inferiority which were applied to 
non-Christians.22 Significantly, the closing of distance between Latin 
Christians and other groups often reduced the power that Latin Christians 
attributed to certain groups. This was the case, for instance, for the Mongols 
and sixteenth-century Ethiopia as the Latin Christians chased, and eventually 
reached, the believed lands of Prester John before finding him to be absent, 
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which resulted in their diminishing importance in Latin Christian discourse.23 
However, the opposite was true as Nubians and Latin Christians increasingly 
interacted. Indeed, the importance which came to be placed on Nubia and 
Ethiopia by Latin Christians challenges our scholarly narratives of the pro-
cesses behind the Latin Christian construction of race, power, and difference 
just as it did for them. If  modern studies lack the required nuance when dis-
cussing Latin Christian understandings of non-Christian broader ‘Ethiopia’ 
and the Christian ‘Ethiopia’, they will continue to erase the role of Christian 
Africans in framing and challenging Latin Christian constructions of race.

Illustrative of the conflation between Nubia, Ethiopia, and ‘Ethiopia’ in a 
premodern race studies context can be found in their respective unnuanced 
discussion within literature. For example, Geraldine Heng has stated how the 
non-Christian African kingdoms of Zazamanc and Azagouc acted as ‘virtual 
stand-ins for Ethiopia/Abyssinia/Nubia’ in Wolfram of Eschenbach’s thir-
teenth-century romance Parzival. This statement was also made despite 
acknowledging that this period coincided with an expansion in Latin 
Christian knowledge of the Christian realms.24 Whilst Heng’s discussion of 
blackness and the non-Christian world in the text reflects a common por-
trayal in Latin Christian literary cultures and is not contested here, it should 
not be associated with the Christian kingdoms. It is this conflation which 
requires much more nuance and which underpins the need to make better 
distinctions between Latin Christian discourses concerning Christian and 
non-Christian Africans. Indeed, the etymology of Zazamanc and Azagouc, 
as far as they may even have had a geographical origin in Africa, are best 
explained by Arabic toponyms elsewhere in Africa. For instance, if  we view 
Azagouc alongside some of the other ways the toponym appears in the text – 
most illustratively: Azagowe, das Sagowe – it would appear reasonable to sug-
gest that its origin is actually more likely to be found in an understanding of 
the common prominent Arabic ethnonym of the Zaghāwa who were com-
monly associated with Kānem, a Muslim kingdom neighbouring Lake Chad. 
The lifting or manipulation of Arabic African toponyms and ethnonyms into 
Latin Christian texts was certainly not limited to these two examples as we 
will see, such as in the cases of Raymond of Marseille, Ramon Llull, and 
Marino Sanudo and his cartographer Pietro Vesconte. Moreover, contempo-
rary texts, both documentary and literary, do begin to refer to the lands of 
Nubia, ‘Ethiopia’, or ‘Abyssinia’ explicitly by the end of the twelfth century. 
For instance, the Nubian characters in the First and Second Old French 
Crusade Cycles of chansons, which actually first begin to be conceived in the 
earliest decades following the First Crusade, are explicitly described as ‘of 
Nubia’ (de Nubie).25 To continue to portray Latin Christian views of Christian 
and non-Christian Africa as synonymous would be an oversimplification. 
Therefore, whilst this study does not intend to directly situate itself  within the 
literature on medieval race and racism, it does seek to provide an additional 
historical narrative to consider concerning Christian Africa in light of its 
growing importance to Latin Christendom from the twelfth century which 
did not reduce Christian Africans to metaphors of symbolic difference.
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Shirin Khanmohamadi, regarding Orientalism and medieval ethnography, 
has argued that ‘dialogism [in texts] tests rather than serves unstated cultural 
assumptions’.26 In other words, increased familiarity with different peoples 
challenged Latin Christian writers to better understand the world beyond 
their own intellectual space. Noted observations did not necessarily reflect a 
writer’s supposed biases. Importantly, the oft-found Latin Christian position 
of disempowerment in the East due to their lack of population should not be 
overlooked. Indeed, Latin Christians were often not in a position to uphold 
political and cultural hegemony in the Holy Land. Therefore, to frame the 
following study by those mechanisms which currently underpin scholarship 
on Latin Christian constructions of race in this instance would undermine 
the influential and active role of the Christian Africans themselves. It would 
overstate both the real and imagined realities of the position of Latin socie-
ties within the Crusader States and once again centre on a common Euro-
centric narrative. Even when Latin Christian sources vastly outnumber 
Nubian or Ethiopian sources, this narrative can still be challenged. The 
development of empirical knowledge about Christian Africa enhanced the 
importance of Nubia and Ethiopia in Latin Christian discourse, rather than 
attributing negative traits to Christian Africans. This was often the case even 
beyond the Crusader States back in Western Europe. Significantly, Nubian/
Ethiopian-Latin Christian discourse was not framed within an umbrella of 
power that was only held by the Latin Christians. That is not to say that ideas 
of race were completely non-existent in the works cited herein, whether per-
taining to Christian Africans or otherwise, but that it is necessary to present 
studies which recentre real engagement between Latin Christendom and 
(Christian) Africa and the discourses that this shaped away from the decen-
tred conceptual Africans who most commonly provide the basis for discus-
sion in studies of Latin Christian medieval constructs of race and perceptions 
of blackness.

This book argues that Nubians, and then later Ethiopians, were explicitly 
sought as allies by the Latin Christians but only engaged on their own terms, 
with contrasting results. It demonstrates this based on six chapters. The first 
offers evidence for a clearer identification of ‘Ethiopia’ with Nubia when 
viewed alongside Ethiopian sources and provides a key narrative for the 
remainder of  the discussion. The second chapter presents what can be 
gleaned regarding the known understanding between Nubia, Ethiopia, and 
Latin Christendom around the time of the First Crusade. Upon the estab-
lishment of the Crusader States, the third chapter discusses the many known 
and potential interactions between Nubians, Ethiopians, and Latin 
Christians, as well as other intermediaries, in the Holy Land and beyond 
which likely encouraged knowledge development of each other. Chapter 4 
presents a discussion of Prester John within a Nubian and Ethiopian narra-
tive and how the Latin Christian belief  in the prester not only seemingly 
migrated from Asia to Africa but also within Africa. Even though the 
Nubian and Ethiopian identity of  Prester John was in its infancy throughout 
the period in question here, the existence of the myth must be viewed 
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alongside motivations for Latin Christian desires to engage with Nubia and, 
later, Ethiopia. Chapter 5 discusses how the Latin Christians attempted to 
engage with Dotawo, or the idea of Nubia more broadly, before beginning to 
turn their attentions to Ethiopia. The sixth and final chapter seeks to present 
a narrative of  Nubian and Ethiopian responses to the Latin Christian efforts 
and the regional geopolitical changes brought by the Crusades from the sur-
viving evidence up until the arrival of  the Ethiopian embassy to Venice in 
1402. As far as the surviving sources suggest, seeking this engagement proved 
to be much more important for the Latin Christians than it did for either 
Nubia or Ethiopia, yet their analysis will show that the broader events of  the 
Crusades had a much more profound geopolitical effect upon Nubia and 
Ethiopia than has previously been thought. Above all, this book seeks to 
highlight a much greater need to avoid continuing to largely view the histo-
ries of  Dotawo (Nubia), Ethiopia, and the Crusades in isolation of each 
other. However, it must be made clear that the limitation of bringing together 
three largely separate historiographical fields has resulted in not being able 
to always fully emphasise the significance of themes and events within each 
field, such as the role of  Prester John in Latin Europe, the 1172 Ayyūbid 
invasion of northern Dotawo as a ‘turning point’ in the history of Christian 
Nubia, or the anachronistic association with external references to ‘Ethiopia’ 
to the highland Ethiopian kingdom before at least 1270, if  not c.1320, to 
those who may be more unfamiliar or new to one or more of the fields and 
the content under discussion. Much of the content presented here is not 
individually unknown to either one or more of the three fields of  study; 
however, the intention of this book is not necessarily to offer new, unpub-
lished evidence, but, rather, to offer a reframing of the current corpus to 
provide a platform for future work. As such, this book intends to weave 
together elements of  a shared history to hopefully inspire more discussion 
founded on a narrative of  connections within a new historiographical 
reframing. Undoubtedly, there will be many more connections to be uncov-
ered with further study.
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1 The Definition of Ethiopia through 
Time and Place

Today, the modern country of Ethiopia takes its name from an Ancient 
Greek toponym (Aithiopia/Αιθιοπία), both by Ethiopians themselves and 
across the world. However, the Gəʿəz/Amharic toponym ʾItyoṗya (ኢትዮጵያ) 
was not adopted within Ethiopia until the arrival of the Solomonic dynasty 
in 1270, neither in Dʿmt (c. ninth century BCE–c. first century BCE), ʾAk-
sum (c. first century BCE–c. eighth century CE), nor the Zagʷe kingdom 
of Bǝgwǝna (c. 900/c. 1140–1270). Nor was being ‘Ethiopian’ applied as 
an endonym until after 1270 in surviving Ethiopian Gəʿəz sources. It was 
only from the fourteenth century that Ethiopia also began to increasingly 
universally be considered ‘Ethiopia’ by external observers as a result of this 
developing internal identity discourse within Ethiopia, though not by all 
immediately. The earliest external recognition of this new Ethiopian identity 
is found in Latin European sources, with other textual traditions, such as 
Arabic and Hebrew, maintaining their historic toponyms for the kingdom for 
some time – al-Ḥabaša (الحبشة) and Ḥabaš (חבש) – despite both modern Arabic 
and Hebrew now using ʾĀthyūbīā (أثيوبيا) and ʾEtiyowpiyah (אתיופּיה) for the 
country, respectively. These latter developments are beyond the scope of this 
book; however, this chapter aims to discuss why and how Ethiopia adopted 
this toponym and what regional significance it had, particularly for the orig-
inal ancient, and especially biblical, ‘Ethiopia’, the geo-cultural region of 
Nubia. That is not to say that Ethiopia’s fourteenth-century adoption of the 
toponym, which coincided with the burgeoning relationship between Nubia 
and the Latin Christians, was purposefully responding to this dynamic, but 
it did have unintended consequences. Notably, as far as the Latin Christians 
were concerned, upon the arrival of the first Ethiopian embassy to Latin 
Europe in 1402, they were building on prior efforts to already engage with 
an ‘Ethiopia’. The Nubian ‘Ethiopia’ was replaced by Ethiopia. A happy 
coincidence that the Ethiopians were quickly made aware of and then able to 
exploit to achieve their own aims. The transferal of the ‘Ethiopian’ identity 
of Nubia to Ethiopia had significant effects, both regionally and beyond, as 
Solomonic Ethiopia replaced the increasingly declining and stunted Nubia.

In scholarship, ‘Ethiopia’s’ Nubian identification, whilst acknowledged, is 
often overlooked for its significance in this development in favour of a more 
direct development between the classical Greco-Latin Aithiopia/Aethiopia and 
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ʾItyoṗya.1 Therefore, tracing the development of the toponym ‘Ethiopia’, both 
within and beyond north-east Africa, is critical for understanding the sources 
discussed within this book to show why the Nubian identification of ‘Ethiopia’ 
is central to understanding the context that fifteenth-century Ethiopian-Latin 
Christian relations were building on, specifically those of attempted Nubian 
‘Ethiopian’-Latin Christian relations. Moreover, Solomonic Ethiopia’s adop-
tion of this new identity effectively replaced Nubia as the new biblical 
Ethiopia, including both its associated historical and contemporary dis-
courses. It was not merely the adoption of a name either. For instance, as will 
be noted later in this chapter, the new Solomonic rulers also began to portray 
themselves as the defenders of the wider region’s Christians, a role tradition-
ally considered to be that of the Nubian ruler. The Ethiopian adoption of the 
toponym initially confused matters for the Latin Christians. Since the twelfth 
century, Nubia and ‘Abyssinia’ were clearly known to be separate by the Latin 
Christians. Nevertheless, it would appear to be no coincidence that once 
Ethiopia projected itself  as ‘Ethiopia’ and this had become known to the 
Latin Christians, a clear shift can be witnessed in Latin Christian sources 
which begin to commonly transfer the meaning of the toponym from Nubia 
to Ethiopia from the latter half of the fourteenth century. However, once fif-
teenth-century Ethiopian-Latin Christian relations began to prosper, it no 
longer mattered to the Latin Christians whether they were dealing with 
Nubians or Ethiopians, consistent engagement with ‘Ethiopia’, comparatively 
speaking, was finally achieved. Above all, the discussion within this chapter 
aims to highlight that scholarship must be wary of not erasing discussion of 
Nubia in favour of an uncritical assumption of Ethiopia – whether ʾAksum, 
Bǝgwǝna, or Solomonic Ethiopia – as a result of the success of the Solomonic 
adoption of the ‘Ethiopian’ biblical identity and the dominance of the identi-
fication of ‘Ethiopia’ as Ethiopia began to have in early modern European 
discourse – and its explicit association with ‘Abyssinia’ – particularly when 
discussing pre-fourteenth-century uses of Aithiopia/Aethiopia when other 
material, not least that produced by Ethiopians themselves, is taken into 
consideration.

What Was ‘Ethiopia’? The Legacies of Greek Geography and 
Navigating the Parallel Kush

The word ‘Ethiopia’, or more precisely ‘Ethiopian’ (ai-ti-jo-qo), is first 
recorded as the personal name, which was possibly acting as an ethnonym, of 
a landholder and official of various roles in the collection of Mycenaean 
texts of varying length written in Linear B known as the Pylos tablets (from 
the city in south-western Greece). These texts date to before c. 1200 BCE, 
though little more can be said with any surety regarding the word’s original 
etymology before it became recorded in Ancient Greek.2 It is often stated that 
‘Ethiopia’ originally described the land of the people with ‘scorched faces’ 
more generally, being a combination of the Greek aíthō (αἴθω, ‘to scorch’) 
and ṓps (ὤψ, ‘face’), which could be applied generally across the lands of 
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Saharan/Sahelian Africa similar to the comparative Tamaziɣt and Arabic 
toponyms Akal n-Iguinawen and Bilād al-Sūdān, respectively. Subsequently, 
the land of ‘Ethiopia’ became popularised with its transmission in Greek 
(Αἰθιοπία) and Latin (Aethiopia) texts. This etymology has been most sub-
stantially challenged by R. S. P. Beekes, and even earlier briefly by J. R. R. 
Tolkien, who both have argued, linguistically speaking, that such an origin 
cannot be possible as both aíthiō and ṓps do not naturally join together to 
create a toponym meaning those with ‘burnt faces’ (the most common trans-
lation of the phrase).3 Beekes even goes as far as to suggest that the Aithíopes 
(Αἰθίοπες) (sing. Aithíops, Αἰθίοψ) were originally a people neighbouring 
Greece and their secondary association with ‘burnt-faced’ people of Africa 
developed via the popularisation of a later folk etymology, not least on 
account of the absence of any association with Africa or skin colour in the 
earliest Greek works, such as those of Homer (fl. by c. 800 BCE).4 Skin col-
our does not become an explicit signifier of ‘Ethiopian’ identity in known 
surviving texts until Herodotus (fl. fifth century BCE), though it is implied a 
century earlier.5 ‘Ethiopia”s associations with darkness were a continual lin-
guistic theme and also later appeared during the medieval period in other 
forms, such as in the explanation given by the Englishman Gervase of Tilbury 
(fl. c. 1209–14), who wrote that ‘Ethiopia’ was called so because of its dark-
ness (tenebre), though without any further explicit reference to its people.6 
Alternatively, ‘Ethiopia’ was also commonly said to have been named after a 
figure or place. For instance, according to Pliny the Elder in the first century 
CE, ‘Ethiopia’ was named after Aethiops, a son of Hephaestus, the Greek 
god of fire, blacksmiths, and other artisans.7 This association may have some-
thing to do with Hephaestus’ role in providing weaponry to King Memnon 
and his ‘Ethiopian’ army in his aid of Troy in the Aíthiopís (Αἰθιοπίς), the now 
almost completely lost eighth-century BCE Ancient Greek epic which tells of 
the events following the Iliad. Too little is known about the contents of the 
Aíthiopís to understand Pliny’s assertion any further if, indeed, that is the 
origin of his reference. In contrast to Pliny, Honorius Augustodunensis 
claimed in his Imago Mundi (wr. c. 1110–39) that ‘Ethiopia’ was actually 
named after the biblical site of Etham.8 Whatever the case, the early develop-
ment of the toponym of ‘Ethiopia’ remains obscure. Undoubtedly, its origin 
will continue to spur debate.

The historic broadness of the pre-Christian Greek understanding of 
‘Ethiopia’ continued to influence later Greco-Latin Christian writers, notably 
regarding an eastern and western ‘Ethiopia’, even beyond the period which 
began to initially identify ‘Ethiopia’ as Ethiopia from the fourteenth century. 
It is here where it is important to distinguish between the broad and localised 
‘Ethiopias’. Western ‘Ethiopia’, which usually encompassed the region of the 
wider Sahara, is not the concern here, as West and Central Africa continued 
to be labelled with the toponym of ‘Ethiopia’ even after the arrival of the 
Portuguese in the fifteenth century and the employment of the toponym is 
more reflective of geographical traditions, rather than necessarily revealing 
developing contemporary knowledge, which is the primary focus of this 
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book. Eastern ‘Ethiopia’, or the more localised biblical ‘Ethiopia’, on the 
other hand, is key to the discourses discussed here. This ‘Ethiopia’ was under-
stood primarily through the prism of biblical tradition which located it in 
relation to the River Nile (the biblical Gehon) and the ancient history of 
Sudan. Importantly, this classical ‘Ethiopia’ was not indicative of the king-
dom which later became known as Ethiopia. How, then, did an ‘Ethiopia’ 
which centred on Sudan come to be adopted by the country known today as 
Ethiopia? Furthermore, how did many ‘Ethiopias’ become one? This process 
was to have profound local, regional, and international significance. However, 
before continuing, the fragmentation of ‘Ethiopias’ cannot be discussed 
without also addressing their relationship with ‘India’, though the question 
itself  is far too great to discuss here in adequate depth. The central signifi-
cance of this question for the perception of geography rests on the ancient 
and medieval Greco-Latin conception of the Nile dividing ‘India’ and 
‘Ethiopia’ (or Asia and Africa), rather than the Red Sea; some of Africa was 
actually deemed to be in Asia.9

The confusion of African and Indian ‘Ethiopias’, or at least the enhance-
ment of this confusion, was influenced by the Greek translation of ‘Kush’. 
Whilst certain confusions existed in some earlier texts, the third-century BCE 
Greek Septuagint translated the Kūš (כוש) of the Hebrew Old Testament into 
Aithiopia (Αἰθιοπία), which ultimately became Aethiopia in Latin and precip-
itated the notion of an ‘Ethiopia’ with multiple origins.10 Pierre Schneider 
has suggested how the Mesopotamian toponym of Meluḫḫa (𒈨𒈛𒄩) 
appears to have been used to denote both northern India and the south 
of Egypt/Sudan.11 As Schneider further highlights, this is important when 
 understanding the Hebrew use of Kūš (כוש) in the Old Testament, which was 
susceptible to similar multiple definitions, especially when writers confused it 
with Kiš (קיש), the toponym for the region of ancient Babylonia, thus creating 
an equally African and Asian ‘Kush’. Specifically, some translators came to 
attribute Kush as equally referring to the Kꜣš of  Nubia in Egyptian sources or 
the similarly sounding Kaššu who ruled Babylonia in the second half  of the 
second millennium BCE in Cuneiform sources.12 Any geographical nuance 
of the toponyms in the Greek, and later Latin, biblical translations, which 
treated ‘Kush’ as an all-encompassing toponym – now ‘Ethiopia’ – however, 
was lost.13 ‘Ethiopia’ was used for both locations of ‘Kush’ regardless of 
the geographical context of the biblical text. It is precisely this employment 
of ‘Ethiopia’ in Greco-Latin biblical discourse which underpinned medie-
val Latin Christian conceptions of either a single ‘Ethiopia’ or multiple 
‘Ethiopias’. Certainly, by the European medieval period, Latin Christian 
writers were explicitly aware that biblical ‘Ethiopia’ originated from its roots 
from Kūš, via Hebrew.14

‘India’ also developed its own separate discourse, both connected and iso-
lated from the multiple ‘Ethiopias’.15 Although this does aid in understand-
ing the apparent confusion in multiple ‘Ethiopias’, it does not help to explain 
the continuity of such confusions when the contemporary knowledge corpus 
was not so confused. This can be best viewed as a linguistic hang-up, similar 
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to the modern Anglophone use of the West Indies for the Caribbean despite 
knowing that the area has no connection to India proper. Indeed, seemingly 
confusing toponyms can often be contextualised once accompanying infor-
mation is taken into account. Hugh of St. Victor’s Descriptio Mappe Mundi 
(c. 1130), for instance, has six distinct toponyms when discussing ‘Ethiopia’ 
and ‘India’ – Ethiopia, Ethiopica India, Ethiopica Egyptus, India que finem 
facit, India que mittit ad Medos, and India que mittit ad Parthos – yet geo-
graphical features and towns mentioned in individual passages aid in textual 
clarification and localisation.16 Often, the confusion of toponyms remains 
superficial upon closer examination, leading to scholars, such as Anne-
Dorothee von den Brincken, concluding that, generally, toponyms, such as 
India Aegypti and India Aethiopie, can be seen to be placed within north-east/
east Africa, whereas Indias prima, secunda, tertia, superior, and inferior, were 
placed within Asia.17 The context in which the toponym is found in a text can 
often lead to the identification of the region in discussion. This linguistic 
confusion is even more surprising given that both north-east Africa and India 
were well-connected within the ancient world. In fact, some have argued that 
it was indeed this connection that was the root cause for the later confusion. 
For example, at the first International Conference for Ethiopian Studies in 
1959, Enrico Cerulli posited that trade products were the cause of Roman 
confusion between ‘Ethiopia’ and ‘India’ as they arrived from lands that were 
too distant for many to comprehend, yet all were traded through Egypt, 
which acted as a hub for the further confusion of the distant origins of prod-
ucts.18 One clear example of simultaneous ‘Ethiopian’ and ‘Indian’ origins in 
ancient and medieval texts can be found pertaining to the locations of exotic 
animals, especially in later maps and bestiaries; evidently not aided by the 
notable existence of elephants in both Africa and Asia to say the least.19

Neither ‘Ethiopia’ nor ‘India’ was particularly unknown. In fact, such con-
fusion may actually reflect the unity of the ancient Indian Ocean world, 
rather than being reflective of an inherent misunderstanding, thus underlin-
ing the lack of a negative correlation between seemingly confused toponyms 
and actual knowledge.20 Yet, both ‘Ethiopia’ and ‘India’ were continually 
used as tropes for alterity and distance despite writers having the ability to 
correctly identify each region, labelled by Grant Parker as the Eastern or 
Indian Ocean paradigm.21 The long-lasting and cultural influence of the 
Alexander romances (fl. third century CE), which survive in some form in 
hundreds of manuscripts throughout the medieval period in Latin Europe in 
both Latin and numerous European vernacular languages and epitomised 
perceptions of alterity and distance, offers just one clear example of this 
within a literary tradition, for instance.22 Moreover, to echo Pierre Schneider 
into the medieval period, the confusion between ‘Ethiopia’ and ‘India’ in 
antiquity should not be viewed as the result of an ignorance about both 
regions, but, rather, reflective of the presence of lacunas in the knowledge of 
individual authors.23 Given that the acquisition of knowledge regarding these 
far-away lands was not a particular problem, the continued interchange of 
‘Ethiopia’ and ‘India’ by some writers owed itself  more to cultural norms and 
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literary traditions, rather than to a misunderstanding of geography, possibly 
emboldened by an individual lack of knowledge too. The nuance of individ-
ualised or personalised knowledge, and the role of the author and their 
intended audience, especially in relation to the chosen use of toponyms and 
ethnonyms, cannot be understated.

The African Biblical ‘Ethiopia’

The first known surviving explicit Latin direct association between Nubia 
and ‘Ethiopia’ is found in the first-century CE Naturalis Historia of  the 
Roman writer Pliny the Elder in which he references the now lost works of 
the third-century BCE Greek travellers Dalion, Aristocreon, Simonides the 
Younger, Bion, and Basilis. The utilisation of these sources by Pliny particu-
larly highlights how closely connected the Greco-Latin world was with 
Meroë. Not only were Dalion, Aristocreon, and Bion and Basilis said to have 
sailed further down the Nile than Meroë but Simonides the Younger had 
stayed in Meroë for five years whilst writing his account of Aethiopia, further 
emphasising that confusions of ‘Ethiopia’ cannot necessarily be blamed on 
ignorance.24 Whilst referencing Aristocreon, Pliny makes note of the Nubaei 
Aethiopes or ‘Nubian Ethiopians’.25 The origin of the toponym ‘Nubia’ itself, 
as argued by Claude Rilly, may have had a Meroitic origin to denote non-
Meroitic populations raided for slaves (noba) which had become known to 
Greek and Roman writers, reinforced to external observers by the Egyptian 
word for gold, nwb, on account of the gold mines in Lower Nubia.26 Perhaps 
most indicative of this ancient understanding of the Nubian ‘Ethiopia’ is the 
Greek literary fourth-century CE work of Heliodorus entitled the Aithiopiká 
(Αἰθιοπικά), which is entirely centred on Meroë. Ancient Greco-Latin texts 
certainly had an understanding of Nubia in their notes on ‘Ethiopia’. 
Importantly, this pre-dated any supposed confusion with ʾAksum, which was 
centred in modern Ethiopia and Eritrea.

Indeed, Meroë’s location within ‘Ethiopia’ was a common fact restated by 
writers even into the medieval period, whereas the association of ʾAksum 
(Latin: Auxumae/Greek: Auxoumē/Αὐξουμῇ) with ‘Ethiopia’ appears exclu-
sively as a caveat for an audience who most readily located an ‘Ethiopia’ in 
Sudan. Writing between 425 and 433 CE, Philostorgius appears to be the first 
writer to relate ʾAksum within an area labelled ‘Ethiopia’, leading some his-
torians to use this as the first direct association of ʾAksum with ‘Ethiopia’.27 
This is, however, a matter of translation, specifically of the word chōras 
(χώρας), and ignores the fact that the emphasis of the text is on ʾAksum, not 
‘Ethiopia’. The most recent critical edition of the Acts of Saint Arethas (c. 
seventh century), which is accompanied by a French translation, reflects this 
overemphasis on the role of chōras in portraying ʾAksum as the kingdom of 
Ethiopia, particularly in the line ‘then in the [country] of Ethiopia, Kalēb the 
righteous reigned in the city of ʾAksum of these Ethiopians’ (τότε τῆς 
Αἰθιόπων χώρας ἐβασίλευσεν Ἐλεσβαὰς ὁ δικαιότατος ἐν Αὐξουμῇ τῇ πόλει τῆς 
αὐτῆς Αἰθιόπων). In this edition, Joëlle Beaucamp translated chōras explicitly 



20 The Definition of Ethiopia

as ‘country’ (pays), rather than the equivalent vaguer option of ‘land’, which 
would instead situate ‘Ethiopia’ more broadly as a region following pre- 
Christian Greek models of geography and thus conform to the hypothesis 
forwarded here.28 Even writers who do appear to link ‘Ethiopia’ to Ethiopia – 
such as the sixth-century writers Procopius, the otherwise unknown author 
of the Christian Topography, and the tenth-century work of Photius I – felt 
the need to clearly define their ‘Ethiopia’ as encompassing ʾAksum rather 
than presuming an understanding by their readers of an immediate associa-
tion between ʾAksum and ‘Ethiopia’.29 Despite these examples, it should be 
stressed that ʾAksum never became the kingdom of ‘Ethiopia’ to replace 
Nubia, with the toponym of ʾAksum instead determining the kingdom. As 
will be shown next, this is especially supported by the surviving ʾAksumite 
evidence itself.

Despite literary and pre-Christian influences, biblical geography 
undoubtedly viewed ‘Ethiopia’ as Nubia.30 First and foremost, ‘Ethiopia’ 
was the land that encompassed the River Gehon (Nile) in Genesis, one of 
the four Rivers of  Paradise. The Gehon itself  was first attributed to the Nile 
by Josephus in the first century CE and was soon adopted by Christian 
writers, notably Isidore of  Seville.31 This biblical influence was also present 
in the chroniclers of  the First Crusade. Fulcher of  Chartres (fl. before c. 
1128) located the flow of  the Nile through ‘Ethiopia’ because it was ‘as we 
read’ (ut legimus) according to Genesis.32 Ancient authors were certainly 
knowledgeable about the river. For example, Strabo (d. c. 24 CE) correctly 
identified the river’s ‘S’ shape between Aswan and Meroë, which was 
described as a reversed ‘N’ (i.e. И) shape, illustrating that the Nile was 
understood much more than within an abstract geography.33 A key geo-
graphical attribute of  the ‘Ethiopian’ Nile was the location of  the Nubian 
island of  Meroë within it, which was repeatedly described in medieval Latin 
texts following from the account of  Pliny the Elder, who described the 
island as being the ‘capital’ of  the ‘Ethiopians’ (caputque gentis Aethiopum) 
and being 5,000 stadia from Syene.34 It is also noticeable in classical texts 
that descriptions of  the Nile often focused on its flow through Nubia and 
the wonder of  its unknown sources.35 Whilst the source and route of  the 
Nile may have remained open for debate throughout the medieval period, 
its location in Egypt, and therefore its origin from Nubia, further empha-
sised Nubia’s ‘Ethiopian’ identity.36

Regrettably, there is currently no known evidence of what the inhabitants 
of Nubia called themselves collectively in surviving Old Nubian texts. The 
closest thing we have is the unification of the Nubian kingdoms under the 
toponym of Dotawo from the twelfth century but this may have been primar-
ily a political, rather than a cultural, identity.37 It had once been supposed by 
Anthony J. Arkell that an Old Nubian inscription found in Kordofan attests 
to a Christian named Anena from ‘Kush’ (Kasito, ⲕⲁⲥⲓⲧⲟ) who left their mark 
during the reign of a, currently unidentified, ourou Aaron, though Grzegorz 
Ochała has more recently proposed a completely different reading of the 
inscription to associate it with ourou Siti, who is attested in the 1330s in other 
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Old Nubian evidence, which discredits the inscription as evidence of a 
‘Kushite’ identification.38 However, there is some evidence for regional iden-
tities. For example, in Old Nubian, Nobadia was known as Mig-, both before 
and after its annexation, such as in the toponym migitin goul (ⲙⲓⲅⲓⲧⲛ̄ ⲅⲟⲩⲗ), 
‘land of the Nobadians’, whilst it was also known directly as Nobadia 
(ⲛⲟⲃⲁⲇⲓⲁ), whose inhabitants were Nobadians (ⲛⲟⲃⲁⲇⲓⲟⲛ).39 Old Nubian 
texts also refer to their ourou as specifically being the ourou of  the 
Makrout/Makuritai (?) (ⲙⲁⲕⲟⲩ

̣
ⲣ⸌ⲧ⸍) and of the Aruades (ⲁⲣⲟⲩⲁ⸌ⲇ⸍, 

Alwans), suggesting the continued existence of regional identities, but it is 
currently unknown if  there were multiple identities or even differences within 
these regions, such as in Alwa where very few manuscripts are known.40 
Nubians do not appear to have adopted the ethnonym of ‘Nubians’ beyond 
an association with the region of Nobadia and more likely understood them-
selves as Kushites, if  not something else.

How Nubia implemented its biblical identity, if  at all, is unknown, how-
ever. Regrettably, there are no known examples of a Nubian self-identifica-
tion with Psalm 68:31 (‘Ethiopia shall reach out its hands to God’), though 
there is an Old Nubian translation of Psalm 87, which is indicative of a 
Nubian understanding of Aithiopōn (ⲁⲓⲑⲓⲟ̄ⲡⲱⲛ) with the profession of 
Christianity.41 Known evidence of other psalms would indicate that Psalm 
68:31 would not have been unknown.42 This textual absence is exemplary of 
the lack of surviving Nubian evidence and limits our understanding of the 
existence of any Nubian self-awareness of being the ‘Ethiopians’ of the Bible, 
which could have further influenced Latin European discourse, similar to the 
Ethiopian adoption of the fourteenth century, which will be outlined in this 
chapter. That said, Coptic may aid in this matter, not least as it was an active 
language in Nubia itself. For example, the Sahidic Coptic translation of the 
Bible translates Kush as both the vaguer Etayš (ⲉⲑⲁⲩϣ/‘Ethiopia’) when in 
reference to a region (i.e. in Genesis) and the more explicitly ‘Nubian’ Necooš 
(ⲛⲉϭⲟⲟϣ) when employed for a specifically Nubian narrative regarding 
Queen Candace (her name originating from the Meroitic title ktke, vocalised 
as kandake, meaning ‘queen’ or ‘queen-mother’) or Psalm 68:31 where 
‘Ethiopia’ will reach out its hands to God.43 Whilst it may only be suggestive, 
given the wide use of Coptic in Nubia, such attributions may have been in use 
by Nubians too.44 This would be supported by the fact that Meroites described 
themselves as people from Qeš up until the fifth century CE, despite the lack 
of later Christian Nubian evidence.45 In fact, the fifth-century ruler of north-
ern Nubia, Silko, did declare himself  in Greek to be ‘king of the Nobades 
and all of the Ethiopians’ (Βασιλισκος Νουβαδον και ολων των Αιθιοπων).46 
His inscription interestingly possibly highlights both pre-Christian Greco-
Latin and Christian traditions of ‘Ethiopia’ as the Nobades can equally be 
read as being ‘Ethiopians’ or within a wider regional ‘Ethiopia’. The evi-
dence, as limited as it is, would suggest that even if  Nubians did not consider 
themselves ‘Ethiopians’, they likely did consider themselves ‘Kushite’ or at 
least made the connection. Christian Nubians would have seemingly been 
aware that they were the biblical and historical Kush and, by extension, 
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‘Ethiopia’, both within their own narrative and within the narratives of other 
Christian groups. So, where does Ethiopia fit into this narrative?

Abyssinia and a New Ethiopia

Despite both the consistencies and inconsistencies with the identifications 
of Aethiopia/Aithiopia (Αἰθιοπία), it is evident in Ethiopian sources that the 
kingdom of Ethiopia only begins, as far as surviving evidence suggests, to 
refer to itself  as Ethiopia (ʾItyoṗya:ኢትዮጵያ) from the early fourteenth cen-
tury. Problematically, this period also coincides with an increase in surviving 
Ethiopian texts, thus possibly resulting in an altogether incomplete picture. 
However, accompanying surviving ʾAksumite material, especially inscrip-
tions, would suggest that the adoption of the toponym in fourteenth-century 
Ethiopian texts would appear to have been a contemporary development. 
In the surviving sources, in addition to being specifically of the kingdoms of 
ʾAksum (አክሱም) or Zagʷe Bǝgwǝna (ብጒና), Ethiopians understood their own 
‘land’ (bǝḥera:ብሔረ) or ‘people’ (sabʾ:ሰብአ) – or occasionally their ‘kingdom’ 
(mangəśt:መንግሥተ) – in numerous ways. Ethiopians also referred to them-
selves as of the Ḥabašat (ሐበሠተ), the ʾAgʿäzi (አገዐዚ) or ‘free’, and, after the 
fourteenth century, of ʾItyoṗya (ኢትዮጵያ) itself. Significantly, Latin Christians 
first knew of Ethiopians during the Crusader period as Abyssinians, not 
Ethiopians, emphasising the distinction between Ethiopia and Nubian 
‘Ethiopia’. A toponym akin to ‘Abyssinia’ – Abitis – first appeared in the 
travel narrative attributed to Roger of Howden in the latter third of the 
twelfth century as a result of the dissemination and corruption of eastern 
toponyms for Ethiopia – namely, from one, if  not all, of Gəʿəz (Ḥabašat), 
Arabic (al-Ḥabaša:الحبشة), Hebrew (Ḥabaš:חבש), and Syriac (Ḥabaš:ܚܒܫ).47 
The root of ‘Abyssinia’ from Arabic and Gəʿəz has been noted in current 
scholarship, yet the reinforcing ability of similar Hebrew and Syriac topo-
nyms has received much less attention and is potentially significant in ana-
lysing the influencers of knowledge from the array of possible networks of 
knowledge detailed in Chapter 3.48

‘Abyssinia’ may even have been in use prior to Roger of Howden’s text. For 
instance, a place called Abasitarum was located in Africa by Gervase of 
Tilbury, though it is not explicitly related to East Africa.49 It appears likely 
that Gervase was influenced by the Auasitarum – a toponym based on the 
Coptic spelling for ‘oasis’ (ouahe:ⲟⲩⲁϩⲉ) – which had been a known location 
in antiquity.50 In normal circumstances, the different spelling in Gervase of 
Tilbury’s text may not be a reason to draw too much attention. However, 
Gervase was copying from Orosius who, perhaps notably, referred instead to 
the Oasitae (‘oasis-dwellers’) of the Sahara, rather than the Auasitarum.51 It 
is, therefore, possible that Gervase’s form of Abasitarum was not merely a 
different spelling but also a conscious replacing of one toponym with another 
identically spelt toponym to ‘correct’ or update his text using a ‘modern’ top-
onym he had recently become accustomed to. Importantly, here, Gervase 
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claimed to have first conceived of his Otia Imperialia (wr. 1211–15), which 
was written for Holy Roman Emperor Otto IV, 30 years previously during the 
reign of Otto’s uncle King Henry the Younger of England (d. 1183). In which 
case, it may be that the concept of ‘Abyssinia’ had been known independently 
from, or even before, Roger of Howden’s reference. Even if  Gervase’s topo-
nym is coincidental, Roger of Howden’s reference to Abitis still places 
Abyssinia’s first surviving appearance in the Latin Christian corpus to the 
late twelfth century, long before Ethiopia became explicitly associated with 
‘Ethiopia’. More importantly, the very process of the development of the 
toponym of ‘Abyssinia’ was in response to a need to distinguish the region 
later known as Ethiopia from Nubian ‘Ethiopia’.

Returning to the question of an Ethiopian ‘Ethiopia’, it has been argued, 
for example by both Daniel Selden and George Hatke, that it was actually 
ʾAksum that tried to write itself  into universal Christian history, long before 
the rise of the Solomonids, by referring to itself  as Ethiopia.52 Yet, as will be 
shown, Aithiopia (Αἰθιοπία) appears only rarely in Greek inscriptions in 
Ethiopia and never in any known Gəʿəz examples, even in parallel texts with 
the same, or very similar, narratives. The rulers of ʾAksum always labelled 
themselves first and foremost as being a nǝguś of  ʾAksum, not of ‘Ethiopia’. 
Furthermore, any use of Aithiopia appears most associated with Kush, rather 
than either ʾAksum or even Ḥabašat. For instance, ʿEzana’s fourth-century 
inscriptions are indicative that Kush was seen as a distinct region in Nubia. 
In fact, a closer look at the trilingual inscriptions of ʿEzana suggests a more 
nuanced understanding of the use of Aithiopia in the Greek sections. Upon 
closer inspection of the inscriptions known as RIE 185I, 185II, and 270, the 
Greek inscription most closely reflects the Sabaic, rather than the Gəʿəz 
forms of the inscription, notably in the order that ʿ Ezana’s dominions appear, 
though there is no overall consistency in any of the orders despite supposedly 
being translations of the same text. Aithiopia corresponds with the Sabaic use 
of Ḥbštm, both of which appear before Sabaʾ, but in the Gəʿəz inscription, 
Kāsū appears before Sabaʾ, whilst Ḥabaśt appears after.

Sabaic (RIE 185I): nǝguś of  ʾAksum, Ḥimyar, Raydān, Ḥabaštm, Sabaʾ, 
Salḥén, Ṣiyāmō, Kāsū, Bega

Gəʿəz (RIE 185II): nǝguś of  ʾ Aksum, Ḥimyar, Kāsū, Sabaʾ, Ḥabaśt, Raydān, 
Salḥén, Ṣiyāmō, Bega

Greek (RIE 270): nǝguś of  ʾAksum, Ḥimyar, Raydān, Aithiopia, Sabaʾ, 
Salḥén, Ṣiyāmō, Bega, Kāsū

The fact that Aithiopia appears to correspond most closely to the Sabaic 
Ḥbštm in comparison with the Gəʿəz text, which aligns more with Ks, also 
highlights the question of audience. The use of Sabaic in these inscriptions 
appears to be for an internal audience of limited scope to project an ʾAksu-
mite localised power, whereas the Gəʿəz and Greek versions would have been 
most commonly read.53 The distinction between ʾAksum and ‘Ethiopia’ is 
even clearer in the other known trilingual inscription of  ʿ Ezana (RIE 185bisI, 
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185bisII, and 270bis), which does appear to more clearly claim Aithiopia as 
an equivalent to Kāsū, with Ḥabaśt largely relegated in importance in com-
parison in the Gəʿəz text:

Sabaic (RIE 185bisI): nǝguś of  ʾAksum, Ḥimyar, Raydān, Salḥén, Sabaʾ, 
Ḥabaštm, Ṣiyāmō, Ṣrd, Kāsū, Bega

Gəʿəz (RIE 185bisII): nǝguś of  ʾAksum, Ḥimyar, Raydān, Kāsū, Sabaʾ, 
Salḥén, Ṣrd, Ḥabaśt, Bega

Greek (RIE 270bis): nǝguś of  ʾAksum, Ḥimyar, Raydān, Aithiopia, Sabaʾ, 
Salḥén, Ṣiyāmō, Bega, Kāsū

Indeed, the pre-Christian inscription said to have been witnessed on a 
throne in Adulis, ʾAksum’s principal Red Sea port, recorded by the anony-
mous Byzantine merchant known as Cosmas Indicopleustes in the sixth cen-
tury, details the military exploits of an unnamed nǝguś and makes it clear that 
Aithiopia (Αἰθιοπία) was to the west of ʾAksum, seemingly pointing to Kush 
(Meroë).54 Furthermore, it is striking that Aithiopia was not listed amongst 
ʿEzana’s dominions in another known Greek inscription – interestingly with-
out a parallel Gəʿəz or Sabaic text – despite the appearance of the other 
common localities (including, in order, ʾAksum, Ḥimyar, Raydān, Sabaʾ, 
Salḥén, Kāsū, Bega, and Tiāmō [Ṣiyāmō]).55 Such an omission would appear 
strange if  ʾAksum did indeed consider itself  to be Aithiopia. Moreover, if  
reconstructions of ʾAksumite numismatic evidence by Wolfgang Hahn are to 
be believed, it is notable that some examples of ʾAksumite coins depicted 
rulers as being from the chora Abassinon in their Greek legends, a clear 
attempt at the transliteration of Ḥabašat, rather than being from Aithiopia.56 
This is reiterated by the fact that ʾAksumite nägäśt continued to frame them-
selves as nägäśt of  ʾAksum, rather than of ‘Ethiopia’ in Gəʿəz elsewhere in 
later centuries.57 Within the kingdom itself, it remained the kingdom of ʾAk-
sum, not ʾItyoṗya, which is in stark contrast to its appropriation by the 
Solomonids who adopted the toponym both internally and externally.

Whilst it is true that following ʿEzana’s conquest of Kush, Kush was rarely 
referred to after the fourth century, except for a few isolated incidences up 
until the sixth century, there is no evidence that an ʾAksumite ‘Ethiopia’ 
replaced the Kushite ‘Ethiopia’ within surviving Ethiopian discourse.58 More 
importantly, there is no evidence which suggests that ʾAksum believed itself  
to be the ‘Ethiopia’ of the Bible. Although the full Old Testament was trans-
lated into Gəʿəz no later than the seventh century, no complete manuscripts 
are known to survive prior to the fourteenth century.59 Moreover, earlier bib-
lical texts, such as those of the Garima Gospels (the earliest incorporated 
texts date to the sixth century), concern New Testament gospel texts and 
therefore do not refer to any narratives of ‘Ethiopia’ to reveal any significant 
attestations for an earlier adoption either. Modern scholarly consensus cur-
rently argues for a Greek origin to the Ethiopian Bible, rather than a previ-
ously argued Syriac one, which further supports the lack of an ʾAksumite 
adoption of the toponym of ‘Ethiopia’.60 A Gəʿəz biblical translation from 
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Greek would suppose that the early Gəʿəz texts would have contained the 
translation of Ethiopia (ʾItyoṗya:ኢትዮጵያ), yet even combined with other 
Greek influences, there is no evidence that the toponym was adopted by any 
of the rulers of Ethiopia as a self-descriptor prior to the Solomonic adoption 
of the toponym.61 The absence of the importance of such an identification is 
reflected in the fact that there is no known surviving element of Psalm 68:31 
in any known ʾAksumite inscription, unlike references to numerous other 
psalms, suggesting that the later infamous passage which became most asso-
ciated with Ethiopia was not seen, at least primarily, as fundamental to ʾAk-
sumite identity and gained its importance sometime later, specifically during 
the Solomonic period when the earliest Gəʿəz texts attesting to the Psalm 
survive.62 Whether earlier Gəʿəz biblical manuscripts had contained ʾItyoṗya 
or not, evidence suggests that ʾAksum acknowledged a separation between 
itself  and ‘Ethiopia’.

Furthermore, this is also the case for the post-ʾAksumite period. Documents 
with Zagʷe protagonists, such as the gädlät (hagiographies) of saintly nägäśt, 
only survive in manuscripts dating from the Solomonic era, further highlight-
ing the issue that the incorporation of ‘Ethiopia’ (ʾItyoṗya:ኢትዮጵያ) into 
Gəʿəz cannot be dated without question to before the fourteenth century. For 
example, ʾItyoṗya (ኢትዮጵያ) appears in the Gädl of  Lalibäla, who ruled 
between c. before 1204 and after 1225, but the surviving known manuscripts 
date no earlier than the fourteenth century.63 Equally, no contemporary 
Zagʷe inscription using ʾItyoṗya is known, neither in stone nor on datable 
objects, such as tabots – replicas of the Ark of the Covenant. In fact, whilst 
not conclusive, the few surviving land grants from the Zagwe period are indic-
ative that Zagwe Ethiopia seemingly considered itself  to be a kingdom called 
Bǝgwǝna (ብጒና), not ʾItyoṗya.64 Shiferaw Bekele has used the example of 
tabots to argue that an Ethiopian ‘national’ consciousness which became 
epitomised in the Kəbrä nägäśt, the Solomonic ‘national’ epic relating 
Ethiopia’s foundational history from the time of the Queen of Sheba and 
King Solomon, which will be discussed shortly, can be dated to the late first 
millennium, if  not earlier. Yet, there are no known early tabots which have 
ʾItyoṗya inscribed on them. Indeed, the one Gəʿəz text noted to sustain evi-
dence for the Ethiopian adoption of ʾItyoṗya prior to the Kəbrä nägäśt in this 
‘national’ consciousness by Shiferaw Bekele, the homily of St. Frumentius, is 
described broadly as ‘not before the thirteenth century’. However, whilst not 
incorrect, this text specifically dates to either 1336/7 or 1339/40, thus empha-
sising the association between the adoption of ʾItyoṗya and the arrival of the 
Solomonic dynasty.65 That is not to say that a ‘national’ consciousness did 
not exist in Ethiopia before 1270, but that it did not centre on being ‘Ethiopian’ 
as later Ethiopians came to understand it. For instance, as Marie-Laure 
Derat has highlighted, the twelfth-century Zagwe ruler Ṭanṭawǝdǝm was also 
known as Solomon, possibly indicating an earlier cultural association with 
King Solomon prior to the Ethiopian translation of the Kəbrä nägäśt.66 Yet, 
any such earlier ‘national’ narrative cannot be said to have centred on an 
Ethiopian self-identification as ʾItyoṗya until after the arrival of the 
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Solomonids based on the current evidence. There is no reason to discount 
that later writers simply added the toponym of ʾItyoṗya into their texts – for 
instance, to replace Ḥabašat – even if  such texts were copies of older manu-
scripts. The expansion of the use of ʾItyoṗya in Ethiopian texts coincided 
with the episcopate of ‘the Translator’ Abba Salama IV (r. c. 1348–88), who 
oversaw a flourishing of manuscript production within Ethiopia, which ena-
bled the cultural entrenching of the toponym and the development of this 
new identity, building on the explicitly ‘Ethiopian’ narrative of the Kəbrä 
nägäśt.67

Building an Ethiopian Narrative in Ethiopia

The Kəbrä nägäśt cemented Ethiopia’s new Ethiopian identity and relates a 
history covering a period between the tenth century BCE and the sixth cen-
tury CE. It was said to have been translated into Gǝʿǝz from an Arabic man-
uscript during the reign of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon (r. 1314–44), more likely earlier in 
his reign than later, as the fruits of a project led by a monk called Yǝsḥäq. The 
Arabic text had, in turn, supposedly been translated from an earlier Coptic 
manuscript during the reign of Lalibäla and in the days of Abba Giyorgis II, 
which would give the date c. 1225.68 The vast majority of the text centres 
around Makədda (the Ethiopian name for the Queen of Sheba, though this is 
not directly ascribed in the text) and the son she gave birth to with King 
Solomon following their encounter in 1 Kings 10:2, who became known in 
Ethiopian tradition as Mənəlik. Mənəlik would be anointed as the first nǝguś 
of ʾItyoṗya by his father Solomon, thus creating a historical foundation for 
the Solomonic Ethiopian ‘Ethiopia’: there are no less than 122 appearances 
of ʾItyoṗya (ኢትዮጵያ) throughout the text. The Kəbrä nägäśt was, first and 
foremost, a text designed to legitimise the new Solomonic dynasty ‘reconnect-
ing’ to an ancient past following a period of what they more generally framed 
as usurpation by the Zagwes.69 It remains unclear what, exactly, inspired the 
Solomonic adoption of the toponym ʾItyoṗya. For example, it may have been 
a dynastic decision made independent of regional context, but it may equally 
have been another element of the wider Solomonic contestation of Nubian 
hegemony as seen elsewhere, such as in their jockeying to be viewed as the 
protectors of the wider region’s Christians. No explicit evidence exists to 
reveal how present Nubia, or its current situation, was in the minds of the 
Solomonic rulers as they sought legitimisation. Nevertheless, the Solomonic 
adoption of ʾItyoṗya, both in the Kəbrä nägäśt and elsewhere, can be shown 
to have been building on an ʾItyoṗya centred on Nubia. Once the Latin 
Christians began to hear news of an Ethiopia which had the traits of Nubia, 
the merging of Ethiopias transcended the matter of legitimisation sought by 
the Solomonids and began to affect regional geopolitics. Before looking at 
how the Ethiopian adoption of the toponym informed external observers, we 
shall see how Ethiopia was not ignorant of ʾItyoṗya’s Nubian connotations.

The evidence for the Nubian origin of the ʾItyoṗya of  the Kəbrä nägäśt 
is present in both content and when considering the process of translation. 
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No Arabic or Coptic manuscripts, despite the claim in the text’s colophon 
of its translation process, however, are known. That said, there are clear 
linguistic influences in the Gəʿəz text which display evidence for it being a 
product of translation. For instance, there are visible Arabic influences in 
the text, such as in the name given to Mənəlik, Bäynä Ləḥkəm (በይነ፡ልሕክም), 
meaning ‘son of a wise man’ in reference to Solomon from the Arabic Ibn 
al-Ḥakīm (الحاكم  As a result of the chronological shift forward at the 70.(ابن 
end of the Kəbrä nägäśt to the sixth century, some debate has arisen argu-
ing that the Kəbrä nägäśt is based on an earlier contemporary sixth-century 
original, but this has been more widely argued to be inherently unlikely.71 The 
argument put forward here is not to suggest that elements of the narrative 
of the Kəbrä nägäśt were not in circulation before the fourteenth century 
but that the direct association of the toponym of ‘Ethiopia’ with Ethiopia 
was a contemporary Solomonic development and an active insertion into the 
narrative. The lack of evidence for an earlier Gəʿəz translation further prob-
lematises the Ethiopian development of its self-association with ‘Ethiopia’ 
when the translation of toponyms from these supposed textual traditions 
is considered. Presumably, any supposed earlier Arabic text would have 
applied al-Ḥabaša (الحبشة) for what became translated as ʾItyoṗya (ኢትዮጵያ), 
thus offering a specifically Ethiopian narrative, albeit under the guise of a 
different toponym. Certainly, ‘Ethiopia’ does not appear in original Arabic 
texts without clear evidence of copying from a Greek or Latin base text. 
For instance, Ibn Khordāḍbeh (fl. ninth century) is illustrative of this occa-
sional copying when he wrote of an Asian ‘Ethiopia’ (Etyūbyā:يتيوبيا) based 
on Ptolemaic principles, which contained Tihāmah (تهامة: the Red Sea coast 
of Saudi Arabia), Yemen (Yaman:ييمن), China (Sind:سند), India (Hind:هند), and 
a second ‘China’ (Ṣī:صي).72 Instead, Arabic texts normally label the region of 
the Greco-Latin African ‘Ethiopia’ as either Kūš (كوش: [most often to mean] 
Nubia), Nūba (نوبة: Nubia), Ḥabaša (حبشة: modern Ethiopia), Sūdān (سودان: 
Sub-Saharan Africa in general), or Zanj (زنج: the East African coast), and 
would consistently call India Hīnd (هند). Yet, the question of the text’s trans-
mission is further problematised once the supposed Coptic role in the textual 
process is taken into consideration. For example, one known contemporary 
example of a direct Arabic translation of Coptic in a biblical context appears 
in a multilingual Copto-Arabic Pentateuch dating to 1356 in which the Arabic 
translation applies Kūš (كوش) for Etayš (Ethiopia:ⲉⲑⲁⲩϣ) in Genesis 2:13 in 
relation to the River Gehon.73 Was, then, the Kəbrä nägäśt based on notions 
of Kush, and therefore Nubia, rather than al-Ḥabaša?

Regarding the supposed Coptic Vorlage, this would equally appear unlikely 
to have given an Ethiopian origin to the initial text. Coptic transliterations of 
Aithiopia (Αἰθιοπία) most commonly appear as a variant of Etoope (ⲉⲑⲟⲟⲡⲉ) 
or Etayš (ⲉⲑⲁⲩϣ) and follow the same identifications as their Greek coun-
terpart noted previously. More importantly, however, is the use of Necooš 
(ⲛⲉϭⲟⲟϣ) in Acts 8:27 in relation to Queen Candace and Psalm 68:31.74 David 
Johnson proposed a possible early Coptic Vorlage for the Kəbrä nägäśt in a 
c. tenth/eleventh-century manuscript; though the fragment does not mention 
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the Queen of Sheba with a locatable toponym.75 If  this earlier Coptic passage 
is indicative of the Coptic influence on the Kəbrä nägäśt, it is notable that 
other Coptic works referring to the queen describe her as being from Necooš 
(ⲛⲉϭⲟⲟϣ), therefore identifying her as Nubian.76 It is difficult to imagine that 
any Coptic base text for the Kəbrä nägäśt would have had anything other 
than a reference to Nubia, either directly as ‘Kush’ or indirectly as ‘Ethiopia’. 
The possible existence of ‘Kush’ in the text when it was supposedly translated 
into Arabic may offer some explanation for the Ethiopian translators’ use 
of ʾItyoṗya. It is true that there are multiple examples from various Semitic 
language sources that describe Ethiopia as Kush. For instance, in Arabic, 
al-Battānī (d. 929) described Ethiopian towns as both of the al-Ḥabaša 
 notably giving the – (كوش) such as the town of Suwān – and of Kūš – (الحبشة)
example of Kusūmī (ʾAksum) for the latter – whilst Mahbūb ibn Qūṣṭānṭīn 
(d. c. 942) explicitly described the land of al-Ḥabaša as that of Kūš.77 Equally, 
some Syriac texts employed Kūšāyē (ܟܘܫܝܐ) in descriptions of Kalēb’s inva-
sion of Ḥimyar in c. 535, though in later Syriac sources, Ethiopia is often 
more specifically referred to as Ḥabaša (ܚܒܫܝܐ) or even Hindāyē (ܗܢܕܘܝܐ).78 
That said, Syriac authors could always specify their Kūš, as was the case in 
the late seventh-century Edessene Apocalypse, which stated that the people 
of Kūš were the Nubians (Nūb:ܢܘܒ).79 Similarly, translators of texts could 
define toponyms not originally defined as can be seen in the Armenian trans-
lation (wr. 1246) of Patriarch Michael Rabo’s (d. 1199) Syriac chronicle which 
translated Kūš specifically as Ethiopia (Hapešač, Հապեշէաչ), such as when 
detailing Kalēb’s invasion of Ḥimyar.80 Comparatively broad uses occur in 
Hebrew, as can be witnessed, for example, in the case of the twelfth-century 
Jewish traveller Benjamin of Tudela who used Kūš (כוש) when detailing both 
Nubia and Ethiopia simultaneously akin to a regional, rather than a specific, 
toponym.81 However, this is by no means consistent in other works in order 
to provide definitive proof for this, and such a suggestion still avoids explain-
ing the appearance of ʾItyoṗya. Instead, evidence points to ʾItyoṗya being an 
active insertion by the Ethiopian translators of the Kəbrä nägäśt.

The identity of the Queen of Sheba also deserves further attention. In addi-
tion to the lack of sources that predate Ethiopia’s use of ʾItyoṗya (ኢትዮጵያ) 
before the fourteenth century, the queen had never appeared in Gəʿəz sources 
prior to the Kəbrä nägäśt.82 She was only known as the Queen of Sheba in 1 
Kings 10 and was more commonly known simply as the ‘Queen of the South’ 
in the New Testament (Mathew 12:42; Luke 11:31), remaining nameless in 
the Tanakh, Bible, and the Qur’an. Her association with Sheba has almost 
categorically resulted in the belief  of her historical residency in Arabia, yet a 
closer look at the distinctive African Saba (סבא) and the Arabian Šeba (שבא) 
in the Hebrew Old Testament is key to revealing Nubia’s appropriation in the 
Kəbrä nägäśt. Similar to the potential that Meluḫḫa and Kūš/Kiš had for con-
fusing references to ‘Ethiopia’ with somewhere in Asia, and vice versa, Sheba 
should be viewed in a similar light. Given the Ethiopian desire to appropri-
ate the toponym of ʾItyoṗya, it should not be ignored that the Kushite city 
of Meroë was said to have been originally called Saba (Σαβα) before being 
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renamed by the Assyrian king Cambyses following his invasion in the sixth 
century BCE.83 Significantly, Cambyses’ invasion happened after the reign 
of Solomon, suggesting that Meroë would have been known as Saba dur-
ing his reign. This would also complement the scholarly dating of the Book 
of Kings in which the Queen of Sheba appears to the sixth century BCE.84 
Furthermore, the earliest reference to Meroë by name by an external author is 
by Herodotus in the fifth century BCE, thus after the narrative of the Queen 
of Sheba’s earliest incarnations.85 Notably, Stephanos of Byzantium (fl. sixth 
century) explicitly linked the Nubians (Νουβαῖοι) with Saba – expressing that 
Zabaioi (Σαβαῖοι) was an alternate name for them – in his ethnographic com-
pendium, whilst the placement of a city of Saba (סבא) on the Nile also appears 
in the twelfth-century itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela, further emphasis-
ing the longevity of the association between Meroë and Saba in historical 
consciousness, which transcended any one cultural corpus.86 Likewise, Saba 
was also located in ‘Ethiopia’ by Latin Christians before ‘Ethiopia’ became 
identified with Ethiopia.87 Moreover, the c. eighth-century, so-called second 
Targum of Esther relates that the Queen of Sheba came from the ‘fortified 
city’ (karkaʾ, כרכא) of Qitor (קיטור), which is also described as having plentiful 
gold and silver.88 It is notable that qīṭōr means ‘[thick] smoke’ in Hebrew, 
which may well also allude to Meroë’s well-known iron furnaces, with the 
reference to bountiful gold especially reflecting Nubia’s historic gold mines.89 
The reference to the queen coming from Ethiopia (al-Ḥabaša) in the continu-
ation of the History of the Patriarchs in relation to the period of Patriarch of 
Alexandria Kosmas III (r. 921–33), whose section containing this reference 
was compiled in the late eleventh century, possibly provides an interesting 
indication of a phased approach towards Nubian appropriation.90 However, 
it is possible that the text merely misspoke between Nubia and Ethiopia, 
and the later twelfth-century text written by Abū al-Makārim, which used 
the History as a source, did confuse elements of knowledge regarding both 
kingdoms which makes his reiteration of the queen’s kingdom potentially cir-
cumspect.91 The anomaly of the continuation of the History of the Patriarchs 
should be read with caution, as no Ethiopian sources attest to this before 
cementing this appropriation with the adoption of the toponym of ‘Ethiopia’ 
in the fourteenth century.

More generally, the historical and archaeological record attests to multiple 
influential queens of the kingdom of Meroë, or Kush, to act as an exem-
plar for the queen. The most prominent of those which appear alongside the 
title of kandake are attested between the late second century BCE and first 
century CE – most famously providing the template for the biblical Queen 
Candace in Acts 8:27–39. It appears that an earlier queen, actually labelled 
as Hǝndakē (ህንደኬ) in the Kəbrä nägäśt, was the exemplar for the Queen 
of Sheba used in the Kəbrä nägäśt.92 Ethiopia had certainly appropriated 
the biblical Nubian Queen Candace for its own purposes during Francisco 
Álvarez’s stay in Ethiopia in the 1520s, as he claims to have been explicitly 
told that Queen Candace resided in ʾAksum.93 Similarly, other elements of 
the Kəbrä nägäśt are indicative of a Nubian origin. On a literary level too, 
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E. A. Wallis Budge noted how the act of Bäynä Ləḥkəm swearing upon his 
mother’s breasts for his speedy return upon being questioned by Solomon 
in the Kəbrä nägäśt had a known Kushite precedent, albeit the evidence for 
it postdating the reign of Solomon by a few centuries.94 Robert Beylot has 
even gone as far as to suggest a Nubian etymology for the name Makədda, 
which he posited may derive from the Old Nubian word koud(i), which he 
suggested would mean wife or concubine in this context, though this has 
been rejected by Pierluigi Piovanelli.95 Whilst much of the text is original 
Ethiopian material, its Nubian influences should not be ignored in Ethiopia’s 
attempt to forge a new universal Christian identity in the fourteenth century, 
importantly coinciding with the increasing Mamlūk challenges faced by the 
Christian Nubian kingdom of Dotawo to offer any significant rebuke to this 
cultural process. Although it is not the focus here, it is important to note 
that the Islamic tradition of placing Bilqīs (باقيس), the Queen of Sheba in 
Arabic literature, in Yemen, though early in dating, cannot be taken literally 
as historical fact, as her residence in Yemen within this tradition both largely 
places her life in the fifth or sixth century CE and provides a legitimisation of 
the coming of Islam in Arabia with her conversion; though the anonymous 
Byzantine merchant, known in scholarship today as Cosmas Indicopleustes, 
likewise placed the Queen of Sheba in Ḥimyar in the sixth century.96 Yet, the 
Arabic tradition and the anonymous Byzantine example, however, can both 
be explained by a confusion originally caused by the Hebrew African Saba 
and Arabian Šeba. Nevertheless, the material which the Kəbrä nägäśt drew 
upon should be viewed as locating the queen originally in Nubia.

Whatever the intricacies of the text of the Kəbrä nägäśt, it remains most 
significant that ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon, the nǝguś on the throne as the Kəbrä nägäśt 
was translated, is the first Ethiopian nǝguś with surviving unquestionable 
contemporary sources which independently attest to their rulership over 
ʾItyoṗya in Gəʿəz, highlighting the recent nature of this development and its 
developing central importance to Ethiopia’s still relatively new Solomonic 
political establishment.97 Possibly slightly predating ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon, according 
to the colophon of a manuscript held at the British Library, including Acts 
of Saints and Martyrs and additional Homilies, it was created during the 
reign of nǝguś Yagbe’ä Ṣəyon (r. 1285–94) whose land was described as 
ʾItyoṗya.98 However, the contemporary date of the colophon remains ques-
tionable. Yet, it may be notable that his reign coincided with Marco Polo 
labelling the land of Abasce as Ethiopia, especially as Polo narrated informa-
tion specifically relatable to Yagbe’ä Ṣəyon.99 Nevertheless, no Ethiopian evi-
dence for the adoption of ʾItyoṗya is known prior to the arrival of the 
Solomonic dynasty. Importantly, the Kəbrä nägäśt was produced as ʿÄmdä 
Ṣǝyon began his period of expansion, which was detailed in his chronicle; the 
earliest Ethiopian royal chronicle known. ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon’s exploits got 
Ethiopia noticed on the world stage and were able to steer ‘Ethiopian’ dis-
course. As we will see, as far as the Latin Christians were concerned this 
period coincided with the relative absence of recorded news of Nubia and its 
internal affairs which inadvertently paved the way for a seamless transition 
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between ‘Ethiopias’ once the Ethiopian embassies arrived in Latin Europe 
following 1402.

Above all, the Kəbrä nägäśt was just one of a body of Solomonic Ethiopian 
texts which positioned Ethiopia within a universal Christian chronology.100 
The key to this was making Ethiopia ‘Ethiopian’. Certainly, sixteenth-cen-
tury Ethiopian sources are adamant that ʾItyoṗya had always been Ethiopia’s 
true toponym. According to a section of the Maṣḥafa Aksūm (መጽሐፈ፡አክሱም) 
dating to the reign of Lǝbnä Dǝngǝl (r. 1508–40), for instance, ʾAksum’s first 
capital, Mazaber, was built by ʾItǝyoṗis (ኢትዮጲሰ), an otherwise unknown son 
of Cush, which is why they are called ʾItyoṗya (ለኢትዮጵያ).101 A wider contex-
tual look at the production of the Kəbrä nägäśt, however, is indicative of 
ʾItyoṗya being an active insertion by the early fourteenth-century Ethiopian 
translators, regardless of the content of the claimed Coptic and Arabic 
Vorlages. Even if  some of the sources of the Kəbrä nägäśt did indeed refer to 
Ethiopia, they did not use, and arguably could not have used, the toponym 
ʾItyoṗya. Further textual analysis of the Kəbrä nägäśt may reveal even more 
Nubian influences within the text. What is important here is that the success 
of Solomonic Ethiopia’s cultural and political adoption of the toponym of 
ʾItyoṗya fundamentally rested on the contrasting fortunes of fourteenth-cen-
tury Nubia and Ethiopia. It is no coincidence that Nubia’s weakening 
regional position following the first period of conflict with Mamlūk Egypt 
beginning in the 1270s created the necessary vacuum for Solomonic Ethiopia’s 
successful adoption of an ‘Ethiopian’ identity. Ethiopia’s attempts to replace 
Nubia was not merely literary either. For example, around the time of the 
Gəʿəz translation of the Kəbrä nägäśt, Ethiopia’s new Solomonic rulers 
began to actively claim to be the protectors of Eastern Christians from any 
abuse at the hands of Mamlūk Egypt, including sending embassies to Cairo 
on the matter.102 This role of protector, or perhaps more correctly ‘saviour’, 
had traditionally been held by Nubian rulers in the view of multiple Eastern 
Christian groups – specifically in apocalyptic traditions – and, possibly, 
explicitly expressed by Nubian rulers themselves, such as in the case of 
Moüses Georgios in the late twelfth century.103 This parallel chronological 
development of Nubia and Ethiopia from the late thirteenth century is a key 
underlying factor in many of the later elements of this book, particularly 
regarding shifting Latin Christian discourse from Nubia to Ethiopia. That is 
not to say that a stronger Nubia would have prevented this development in 
Ethiopia, but its relative comparative weakness during this latter period did 
little to stop, or even slow, the process of replacement.

The Emergence of the ‘New’ Ethiopia

For our purposes, before continuing, it is notable here to emphasise that, 
besides Ethiopians themselves, it was only Latin Christians who addressed 
Solomonic Ethiopia as ‘Ethiopia’, rather than by a different name. This 
underlines the significance of the toponym’s adoption and the geopolitical 
consequences that this developing Solomonic internal discourse created, 
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especially when we consider that Ethiopia only became universally known as 
‘Ethiopia’ from the nineteenth century.104 Beyond Ethiopia, the consequence 
of Ethiopia becoming ʾItyoṗya mattered most to the Latin Christians, and it 
was only then that a clear shift from Nubia to Ethiopia can be witnessed. 
When exactly Ethiopia was successful in disseminating its new ‘Ethiopian’ 
identity to foreign rulers, both directly and indirectly, from the early four-
teenth century is difficult to determine. Regrettably, the earliest surviving 
Ethiopian royal correspondence to Latin Christian rulers which attests to the 
active Ethiopian appropriation of ʾItyoṗya (ኢትዮጵያ) only dates to the early 
sixteenth century, though there is suggestive fifteenth-century evidence that 
centred ʾItyoṗya in these exchanges following the arrival of the embassy to 
Venice in 1402.105 For example, Alfonso V of Aragon (r. 1416–58) addressed 
aṣé Yǝsḥäq (r. 1414–29) in 1427/8 as ‘king of Ethiopian kings’ (regum Ethiopie 
regi) whilst also referring to the Ethiopian ruler’s authority over the Ark of 
the Covenant as ‘lord of the Tablets of Mount Sinai’ (domino Tabularum 
Montis Sinay), a fact that would have been relayed in either the Ethiopian 
letters or by Ethiopian informants. Perhaps Afonso’s use of Ethiopie was in 
response to ʾItyoṗya.106 Certainly, the Ethiopian monks from the community 
in Jerusalem who participated in the Council of Florence in 1441 did refer to 
themselves as being from ʾItyoṗya (ኢትዮጵያ) in their correspondence with 
Pope Eugenius IV.107 It is likely that Ethiopians informed Latin Christians of 
this ‘new’ Ethiopia in encounters across the eastern Mediterranean and fur-
ther afield throughout the fourteenth century even if  the evidence for this is 
reliant solely on tracing the developing, initially inconsistent, meaning of 
‘Ethiopia’ in Latin Christian sources. The significance of identifying the 
‘Ethiopians’ in discussion based on a more rounded evidenced approach 
which also takes into account Ethiopian evidence also poses challenges to 
current scholarly narratives, which will be addressed later in this book. For 
example, the Ethiopian identification of the ‘Ethiopian’ embassy to Castile 
and Avignon between 1300 and sometime after 1314 should be viewed as 
anachronistic, particularly when viewed alongside the evidence of toponymy 
presented here and the Nubian context which will be presented in Chapter 6.

Significantly, Ethiopia’s new identity as ʾItyoṗya, despite not being its pri-
mary concern, had the most profound effect on Latin Christian discourse due 
to ‘Ethiopia’s’ association with Nubia, which Ethiopia was able to exploit 
when this became apparent. In contrast, the surviving records of letters sent 
by Solomonic Ethiopian rulers to the Mamlūk rulers of Egypt in the late thir-
teenth century and in the fourteenth century, though only recorded in Arabic 
works, all present the various rulers of Ethiopia as mulūk (ملوك/‘kings’; sing. 
malik:ملك) of al-Ḥabaša, not of Etyūbyā, or a similar transliteration, despite 
at least some communication seemingly being conducted in Gəʿəz.108 This 
may merely reflect a matter of Arabic translation by the respective writers, 
but it is also true that relations with Muslim Egypt had no concept of what 
the importance of being ‘Ethiopia’ was to build upon. It may be the case that 
Ethiopia did not present itself  as Ethiopia universally immediately, particu-
larly to non-Christian audiences. For example, in contrast to Egypt’s Muslim 
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inhabitants, fourteenth-century Arabo-Coptic manuscripts listing places 
which post-date the arrival of the Solomonids the Coptic Necooš was trans-
lated as the land of the al-Ḥabaša – or, sometimes more precisely, the land 
of the Najāšī (نجاشي: the nǝguś) – suggesting that the Solomonic Ethiopian 
portrayal of its new ‘Ethiopian’ identity may also have been expressed to 
Copts. However, there was also not a single instance of change that can 
be pinpointed within the discourses of other Christian groups to attribute 
‘Ethiopia’ to Ethiopia immediately either, such as the example of the detail-
ing of Habeži (Хабежи) at the Holy Sepulchre in c. 1370 by the Russian pil-
grim, the archimandrite Agrefeni.109 This may be coincidental but may also 
be explained by the comparative degree of interactions between Ethiopians 
and certain other Christian groups, which in these two instances, would have 
been much less with Russians than it would have been with Copts. In relation 
to the Latin Christians, it remains unclear when the Ethiopians realised that 
being ‘Ethiopian’ could also have profound importance when engaging with 
Latin Europe to further their goals, whether this was immediately clear or 
made more explicit only following their embassy to Venice in 1402. Evidence 
would suggest that this was a happy beneficial coincidence which happened 
to build upon Latin Christian desires to engage with Nubian ‘Ethiopia’, 
rather than an active pursuit.

It is also notable that the adoption of ʾItyoṗya may not even have been 
initially universal within Ethiopia itself, which only serves to further high-
light the late Ethiopian adoption of the toponym. For instance, according 
to Saint Ēwosṭatēwos’ gädl, the name of the ourou of  Nubia, Sabʾä Nol 
(ሳብአ፡ኖል), who met Ēwosṭatēwos during his journey through Nubia during 
the saint’s exile from Ethiopia (after 1337) is explicitly stated to have meant 
‘sons of Ethiopia’ (Wǝludä ʾItyoṗya, ውሉደ፡ኢትዮጵያ) in Arabic.110 In which 
case, the king’s name should be seen as a corrupted understanding of the 
Arabic al-ṣibyān al-Nūbah (صبيان النوبه), or, more grammatically correct, ‘son 
of Nubia’ (al-ṣabiy al-Nūbah: النوبه  This suggestion is supported by .(الصبي 
the fact that the earliest texts derive from a single α tradition (the others 
being known as β and γ) and whose earliest manuscript dates to the mid-fif-
teenth century, thus enabling the opportunity for the existence of a scribal 
error involving the letters ‘b’ (በ) and ‘l’ (ለ) to present ‘Nob’ as ‘Nol’ to be 
mistakenly replicated by future copyists. Importantly, this example may illus-
trate that some remnants of the historical linking of ‘Ethiopia’ and Nubia in 
Gəʿəz may have survived the initial fourteenth-century Solomonic adoption 
given that the narrative could only have developed from the late fourteenth 
century at the earliest following Ēwosṭatēwos’ death; indeed, only after 1374 
following the establishment of the monastery at Däbrä Maryam by a dis-
ciple of Ēwosṭatēwos, Absadi, where the monks first developed the text.111 
This takes on additional significance when, as Olivia Adankpo-Labadie has 
highlighted, this encounter within Ēwosṭatēwos’ gädl purposefully idealises 
Nubia’s Christian ourou during a period of conflict, therefore suggesting an 
active historical connection between Christian Nubia and ‘Ethiopia’ by the 
earliest writers of the gädl in their intended narrative.112 Whilst tentative, this 
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may also help to explain why, if  one possible reading of the surviving text 
is correct, one Archbishop of ʾAksum felt the need to claim his ʾAksumite 
titulature in an inscription left at the Church of Sonqi Tino, c. 70 km south of 
the second cataract in Nubia, in the thirteenth or fourteenth century, without 
any association to ‘Ethiopia’.113

The change in association that ‘Abyssinia’ was the ‘true’ Ethiopia in Latin 
Christian discourse was informed by Ethiopians themselves during the four-
teenth century. Whilst the majority of Latin Christian references to ‘Ethiopia’ 
in this book predate this appropriation, this understanding cannot be sepa-
rated from the role of Nubia and Ethiopia in the mentality of the Crusaders 
and, more generally, Latin Europe overall, which sowed the seeds for the 
Ethiopian-Latin Christian interactions of the fifteenth century more com-
monly discussed. Regarding the era of Ethiopian-Latin Christian relations 
beginning in the fifteenth century, elements of Nubian history were being 
portrayed as Ethiopian history to Latin Christian audiences. For example, by 
the Council of Florence in the 1440s, Ethiopians actively framed Queen 
Candace within their own history to Latin Christians, and Francisco Álvarez 
was informed in the 1520s during his time in Ethiopia that Queen Candace 
lived at ʾAksum and that it was in ʾAksum that Ethiopians say that Psalm 
68:31 was fulfilled when Candace received Christianity as told in Acts 8:27.114 
The correlation between the rise of the Ethiopian ʾItyoṗya and a slowly 
declining Nubia, at least on the international scene, in the fourteenth century 
is striking. Even though the adoption of ‘Ethiopian’ identity by the 
Solomonids was principally a matter of cementing internal power, once this 
identity began to be projected externally it clearly began to influence where 
Latin Christians believed their ‘Ethiopia’ to be. It was no longer Nubia, but 
Ethiopia. However, it does not appear that Solomonic Ethiopia actively 
sought to replace Nubia in the eyes of the Latin Christians, though its rulers 
did take up the regional role of protector of Eastern Christians in place of 
the ourou of  Nubia almost immediately, and any benefits that Ethiopia were 
able to gain in their conducting of Ethiopian-Latin Christian fifteenth-cen-
tury relations, as a result, were coincidental. Nevertheless, the centrality of 
the role of Nubia to Solomonic Ethiopian ‘Ethiopian’ identity, should not be 
overlooked for the scenarios it initially unintentionally, but later intention-
ally, created.
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2 Knowing Nubia and Ethiopia 
on the Eve of the Crusades

On the eve of the Crusades, nothing is known about Nubian or Ethiopian 
knowledge of the contemporary affairs of the Latin Christians. Comparatively, 
the Latin Christian recording of contemporary African affairs had been 
largely stagnant for some time. At the turn of the second millennium, multi-
ple Latin Christian writers lamented the inactivity of their predecessors in 
producing new works of knowledge more generally. Even well into the twelfth 
century, such ignorance was bemoaned by Richard of Poitiers (d. c. 1174), a 
Benedictine monk at Cluny, who explained the reason for the writing of his 
chronicle with the following statement:

Whilst I may seem foolish to write juvenile things, that is in copying, 
compiling, and the collecting of passages of the histories of the ancients 
in a single work, yet nothing would be more profitable in our time, espe-
cially since the scarcity or the inactivity of writers has almost rendered 
the deeds of the last four hundred years into obscurity.1

A picture of intellectual deterioration was similarly painted in 1146 by abbot 
Macarius of Fleury who ordered the focus of an annual payment to address 
the abbey’s manuscripts which were in a state of decay because of moths 
and worms.2 Whether reflecting reality or relaying an intellectual trope, early 
second-millennium Latin Christian writers desired to highlight a perceived 
decline of knowledge production in their time. In the case of Africa, this 
was certainly true and almost nothing was recorded by any Latin Christian 
regarding contemporary events in either Nubia or Ethiopia between the sev-
enth and eleventh centuries. For example, even though the famous supposed 
alliance against the Jewish king of Ḥimyar between the nǝguś of  ʾAksum, 
ʾƎllä ʾAṣbəḥa (also known as Kalēb), and the Byzantine emperor, Justin I, 
sometime around c. 520–5 – which some also fabled the Christian conversion 
of the nǝguś of  ʾAksum to as a result of his Christian-inspired victory – did, 
albeit rarely, reappear during these centuries in Latin Europe, such as by the 
famous ninth-century papal librarian and translator, Anastasius, no known 
surviving sources suggest that any later updates on affairs or events, whether 
detailing Ethiopia or Nubia, were recorded.3 Latin texts produced during 
the centuries immediately prior to the launching of the Crusades present a 
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picture of a Christian African hinterland now disconnected from the north-
ern Mediterranean; a stark contrast to before the end of (late) antiquity. The 
current African evidence portrays just as limited a picture. In the absence of 
comparative Nubian and Ethiopian evidence, this chapter aims to contextu-
alise the Latin Christian knowledge of Christian Nubia and Ethiopia leading 
up to and during the First Crusade before the developments of the twelfth 
century witnessed the production of Latin Christian knowledge which began 
to provide a complete opposite narrative of Nubia and Ethiopia – namely, 
their ‘reacknowledgement’ as powerful and influential regional Christian 
north-east African kingdoms.

Between Late Antiquity and the First Crusade: An Intellectual 
Rupture?

It is clear that Greco-Latin writers writing in the first half  of the first millen-
nium detail a much greater awareness of contemporary Nubian and Ethiopian 
affairs, not least on account of flourishing direct and indirect connectivity. 
Prior to the source silence of the late first millennium, various African groups, 
particularly economic, religious, military, and political diasporas – not to 
forget enslaved and manumitted diasporas (and their descendants) – were 
central to informing many Latin and Greek writers’ understanding of Africa. 
The populations of Lower Nubia were known by their own chosen ethno-
nyms, such as the Nobades and the Blemmyes, for instance.4 There is also the 
rare example of John of Biclar writing in his Chronica of  an embassy sent to 
Emperor Justin II in Constantinople by the Makuritans (Maccurritarum) in 
573, the central of the three Nubian kingdoms at the time.5 Likewise, this is 
also true of the use of the Ethiopian toponym of ʾAksum, as well as the 
historic references to Meroë, both indigenous toponyms of their respective 
peoples (ʾksm/Medewi). Certainly, there had been a long history of the 
African etymologies of Greco-Latin toponyms for African geographies being 
explicitly stated by classical authors too. One set of such examples are the 
Nilotic tributary rivers the Astaboras, Astapus, and the Astasobas, which 
appear in Strabo and subsequent Greco-Latin writings.6 Often, these rivers 
merely appeared for their geographic nature, but Pliny the Elder (d. 79 CE) 
highlights the Meroitic origin of the toponyms. He specifically described the 
Astaboras as a river ‘which in their language means water flowing from the 
darkness’ (quod illarum gentium lingua significat aquam e tenebris profluen-
tem), with similar ‘water’ etymologies for the Astapus (‘branch of water com-
ing out of the darkness’: ramus aquae venientis e tenebris) and the Astusapes 
(‘which signifies side [branch of water]’: quod lateris significationem adicit).7 
The first half  of these toponyms of the rivers reflect the Proto-Meroitic word 
asta (‘river/water’; Meroitic ato, ‘water’), with the origin of the second half  
of each still up for debate, whether signifying local groups or other Meroitic 
nouns that are yet to be understood, particularly if  a literal understanding of 
Pliny’s etymologies is to be taken. The dissemination of such toponyms and 
ethnonyms highlights how Nubians and Ethiopians often informed 
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Greco-Latin writers of (late) antiquity of their geography and, on occasion, 
political affairs. One intimate example of the latter can be further illustrated 
by the contemporary referencing of nǝguś Kalēb in relation to his invasion of 
Ḥimyar by his throne name, Ǝllä Aṣbäḥa, as either ʾElesbaas (Ἐλεσβαὰς), 
Hellesthaeos, or a similar variant. This detail has interesting contrasts with 
earlier texts which only note ʾAksum’s fourth-century conversion to 
Christianity under ʿ Ezana by the ruler’s personal name (for example, Ἀιζανᾷ), 
rather than his throne name.8 Greco-Latin knowledge of Kalēb’s throne 
name almost certainly attests to direct Ethiopian informants in the dissemi-
nation of information whereas the seemingly less intimate chronicling of 
ʿEzana’s more generally well-known personal name may suggest an acquisi-
tion of knowledge via indirect non-Ethiopian sources. In any case, the evi-
dence for the active role of Nubians and Ethiopians informing Greco-Latin 
writers finds numerous examples like those noted here which all but stop by 
the latter half  of the first millennium.

The more immediate predecessors of the Latin Christian writers who pro-
duced works around the time of the First Crusade appear to not have had 
similar intimate knowledge networks for writing about either Nubia or 
Ethiopia. Clear contemporary evidence for the continued Nubian or 
Ethiopian informing of Latin European knowledge regarding Christian 
Africa at the turn of the second millennium, such as the appearance of indig-
enous ethnonyms, toponyms, or names (personal, throne, or otherwise) is 
currently lacking. The most immediate explanation would appear to be the 
Byzantine losses of its African provinces in the seventh century and the 
potential disruption of previous networks. There is certainly some indicative 
evidence of this. For example, the prior highly integrated exchanges between 
Nubia, Egypt, and sometimes places further afield across the Mediterranean, 
are represented in the thousands of fragments of pottery found at Qasr Ibrim 
in Lower Nubia, dating from the fourth century, though, significantly, 
Mediterranean connections in the ceramic evidence appears to end in the 
seventh century.9 Equally in the case of Ethiopia, the diffusion of Latin 
words, either as a result of direct contact or via Greek, dramatically declines 
in Gəʿəz by the seventh century, suggesting disruptions to religious  diasporas 
who largely directed the nature and dissemination of these words in addition 
to commercial connectivity.10 There appears to have been some sort of phys-
ical and intellectual rupture in the seventh century, but was it terminal? In the 
case of post-seventh-century Greek writers, Vassilios Christides has framed 
the works of latter centuries as reflecting an increasing Byzantine ignorance 
of, notably north-east, Africa.11 Yet, it cannot be escaped that the surviving 
Greek sources are primarily written by influential Constantinopolitans who 
naturally would have a primary focus on their city and internal politics, rather 
than events now outside of the empire in Africa.12 Indeed, ‘Ethiopians’ con-
tinued to be portrayed in a variety of ways within Byzantium in art, litera-
ture, and performance. How far these portrayals represent the presence of 
African diasporas, however, is more difficult to ascertain from the available 
evidence.13 As for Latin Europe, there is limited suggestive evidence of some 
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post-seventh-century continuation of physical continuity, even if  it was not 
seemingly associated with intellectual production.

Whilst archaeology always offers hope for the uncovering of new material 
to enlighten the case for the avenues for continued connectivity, there are 
currently some examples which support the fact in relation to Nubia and, to 
a more limited degree, Ethiopia for the centuries immediately prior to the 
turn of the second millennium. Firstly, it has been posited by Bent Juel-Jensen 
and Stuart Munro-Hay that the striking resemblance of eighth-century coins 
of King Offa to the sixth-century ʾAksumite coin which was reportedly 
excavated near Hastings in England is potentially significant and may be sug-
gestive of a positive correlation between the designs of ʾAksumite coins and 
those of King Offa.14 Dating the life activity, or indeed afterlife, of coins is 
notoriously difficult, yet the ʾAksumite coin poses many more questions 
than it answers. No other evidence for such an assertion has come to light, 
and the ʾAksumite coin has instead been described as a stray Byzantine find; 
indicating that England’s connections to ʾAksum may have been, at best, sec-
ondary, tertiary, or even further removed.15 Too little else is currently known 
to support any greater picture of potential late-ʾAksumite, or even post-ʾAk-
sumite, inter-regional connectivity with Latin Europe. A similar circumstan-
tial example has been argued for Nubian-Italian connectivity in the latter 
centuries of the first millennium. Bogdan Żurawski has described the 
Anastasis scene at Banganarti in Nubia, which dates to between c. 850 and c. 
1050, as having striking similarities to certain examples found in Rome, par-
ticularly for its dark contrasting background – specifically the contemporary 
Anastasis’ at the churches of San Clemente and San Giovanni e Paulo – 
 especially when compared with the traditional Byzantine or Coptic versions 
of the scene, including the one other known Nubian example at Faras. This 
has led Żurawski to suggest that an artistic import from Rome is the most 
plausible explanation for the scene’s style, which would offer evidence for oth-
erwise undocumented connectivity between Nubia and Latin Europe, whether 
an Italian painted the Anastasis at Banganarti or a Nubian artist imported 
this style themselves after residing for a time in the Italian peninsula.16

More questions are posed when we consider religious diasporas, notably 
those who travelled to Santiago de Compostela in northern Spain. In 1203, 
the Nubian ‘king’ witnessed in Constantinople by the Fourth Crusaders 
(1202–4) was said to have desired to continue his travels towards Santiago de 
Compostela via Rome. However, current evidence indicates a lack of a strong 
cult of St. James in Nubia to explain the desire of the ‘king’ in 1203.17 This 
would then appear to be rhetoric employed by the Latin Christian author, 
Robert of Clari, but Nubians were said elsewhere to be present at the shrine 
in the twelfth-century Codex Calixtinus, which also contains a guide to the 
Santiago pilgrimage, whilst Ibn Marrākušī in the early fourteenth century 
noted the presence of Christian Nubians (al-Nūbah), seemingly undertaking 
pilgrimage, just south of the shrine in 997 during the expedition of al-Manṣūr 
(r. 978–1002).18 Very little else exists to illuminate any such presence, yet the 
question of any presence addresses issues far beyond a simple matter of its 
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existence. For example, given that Nubia’s Christianity was fundamentally 
shaped by Byzantine missionaries, not only is it important that Byzantine 
Christians showed an overwhelming disinterest in Santiago for a plausible 
explanation of cultural adoption by the Nubians, but it is also significant that 
the shrine only developed from the ninth century, long after Nubia’s conver-
sion and during a period of apparent disconnect with the wider 
Mediterranean.19 It then stands to reason that the most plausible explanation 
for Nubian interest in the shrine was seemingly inspired by continued inter-
actions with Latin Christian Europe in an otherwise currently unknown 
capacity which resulted in the Nubian adoption of Santiago de Compostela 
as a pilgrimage destination sometime in the ninth or tenth centuries. We may 
tentatively add here Ethiopians, too, but they are only recorded at the shrine 
from the fifteenth century and were not noted by Ibn Marrākušī – their 
appearance in the Codex Calixtinus is inconclusive – so no more can be said. 
Why, then, if  some degree of connectivity possibly, if  not likely, remained, 
did the apparent absence of knowledge displayed in the texts soon to be dis-
cussed occur?

Before moving to the First Crusade, it is also important to highlight that 
the question of apparent Latin Christian ignorance versus actual connectiv-
ity also applies elsewhere in Africa and was not specific to either Nubia or 
Ethiopia. This disparity between connectivity and knowledge production is 
perhaps most striking when we consider Latin Christian sources for West 
Africa. For example, there is also almost a complete absence of any surviving 
Latin Christian recorded knowledge of the largest West African kingdom 
prior to the First Crusade, the Wangaran kingdom of Ghāna, which encom-
passed large tracts of land in modern Mali and Mauritania.20 The history of 
Ghāna before the ninth century, when the earliest surviving Arabic texts dis-
cuss the kingdom, is obscure, though archaeology reveals regional urbanisa-
tion and inter-regional connectivity, including with the Mediterranean, by the 
mid-first millennium, both including Ghāna and neighbouring centres, such 
as Gao.21 The sixteenth-century text of the Timbuktu-based Maḥmūd Kaʿti, 
the Taʾrῑkh al-Fattāš, which was subsequently expanded by Ibn al-Mukhtār 
in the following century, declares that Ghāna was ruled by 20 kings before 
the time of the Prophet Muḥammad and declined in the eighth century.22 The 
early date for the kingdom’s decline would appear to conflict earlier Muslim 
writers who continued to mention it from the ninth century, though it is pos-
sible that there was a dynastic change which explains both notions of an end 
and a continuation. The influence of the authorial motive within the Taʾrῑkh 
al-Fattāš, which was designed to legitimise the historic nature of sixteenth- 
and seventeenth-century Mali’s Islamic past, cannot be overlooked when 
considering this supposed chronology.23 The Taʾrῑkh al-Fattāš does, how-
ever, potentially highlight the dichotomy between northern Mediterranean 
material connectivity with Africa and the lack of a correlation with intel-
lectual discourse. For instance, the Taʾrῑkh al-Fattāš describes Ghāna as the 
kingdom of the Kayamaga (كيمع), explicitly stating that this title meant the 
‘king of gold’ in Wangaran, further giving the exact etymology of kaya (كيهو), 
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‘gold’, and magha[n] (مع), ‘king’ (malik).24 The absence of Byzantine refer-
ences to Ghāna is potentially surprising if, as David Phillipson has argued, 
Saharan gold was used in the mints of Byzantine North Africa, thus indi-
cating routes of contact, either directly or via Imazighen intermediaries.25 
Similar observations could be made for Latin Europe. References to gold are 
so frequent in Muslim accounts of the kingdom throughout the period in 
question that it would suggest that any northern Mediterranean connection 
to this trade would have spurred intellectual inquisitiveness similar to the 
post-fourteenth-century Latin European ideas of the wealth of West Africa. 
Gold had long been associated with the existence of a great lake in West 
Africa from where it was supposedly traded – an historical understanding of 
the flooding of the Niger delta – but this does not appear to have resulted in 
Latin European knowledge of Ghāna during the centuries of its primacy.26 
Even on the eve of the First Crusade, there appears to have been no recorded 
Latin Christian awareness of the supposed Almoravid ‘conquest’ of Ghāna 
of 1076 despite the Almoravids facilitating many interactions with Latin 
Christendom following their conquests in the Iberian Peninsula from 1086.27

In the case of Ghāna, its documenting in Latin Europe would also appear 
to have suffered from the activity of writers as decried by Richard of Poitiers. 
Yet, evidence for connectivity between the region and the Mediterranean into 
the early second millennium does appear.28 One notable example is recalled by 
al-Bakrī (d. 1094), who related a story that King Ferdinand I of Castile and 
León (r. 1035/37–65) had been brought a mandīl (‘hankerchief’) by a merchant 
from the land of the Sūdān of West Africa made from a material found in the 
region which could not burn and which was said to have belonged to one of the 
Apostles. After showering the merchant with great riches, Ferdinand was then 
said to have sent this ‘relic’ to the emperor in Constantinople for its display 
in the Hagia Sophia (?, lit. ‘their [the Byzantine’s] great church’,  kanīsatahum 
al-ʿuẓmā:العظمى  who then sent a crown in return for Ferdinand to be (كنيستهم 
invested with.29 The arrival of other West African cloth in Latin Europe at this 
time, known as bouracan/bougran, also illustrates the diversity of West Afro-
European connectivity in addition to the foundational trades of gold, ivory, 
and slaves.30 No Latin European sources validate al-Bakrī’s anecdote, but it 
is clear that the absence of recorded knowledge may not necessarily translate 
as being indicative of a lack of interaction. Largely coincidently, and with-
out any accompanying narrative information, the toponym of Ghāna only 
first appears as Gana in a translation of geographical Arabic tables in 1141 in 
the work of Raymond of Marseille, as contemporary West Africa remained 
obscure for over another century.31 The Latin Christian perceived ignorance 
of West Africa, despite evidence for connectivity, highlights the importance 
of the role of the author, and of their discourse, in knowledge production 
which underpins the temporal focuses of Latin Christian writers between 
the eleventh and fourteenth centuries which will be discussed in subsequent 
chapters. Even though it would appear that there was a lack of contempo-
rary knowledge in circulation regarding various regions of Africa in Latin 
Europe between the seventh and eleventh centuries, it may actually reflect an 
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absence of perceived importance awarded to these regions by Latin Christian 
writers, rather than an absence of knowledge or connectivity. This framing 
would also explain why Nubia and Ethiopia gained primary importance in the 
Latin Christian texts of the twelfth to fourteenth centuries as they gained the 
significance of being desired potential allies.

Whilst the eleventh century may paint a picture of a disconnected Africa 
and Latin Europe, such a view may actually be unreflective of reality and is 
the product of source survival and authorial motives which commonly 
focused on other issues. Whatever may be said about the degrees of direct 
and indirect connectivity, certainly any awareness of the contemporary 
affairs of either Nubia or Ethiopia by the Latin Christians upon the launch 
of the First Crusade (1095–9) does not feature in the surviving textual cor-
pus. An inconsistent or lack of knowledge by Latin Christian writers of 
Muslim West Africa may be understandable but even Nubia’s and Ethiopia’s 
Christianity, a uniting force in the connections of late antiquity, was a distant 
memory in the rhetoric of the First Crusade. Neither Nubia nor Ethiopia 
were of concern to the First Crusaders and instead primarily featured ini-
tially in observations of their inclusion in the enemy Fāṭimid armies. As far 
as the intellectual textual corpus reveals, Africa and Latin Europe were 
worlds apart, and any connectivity did not translate into any contemporary 
knowledge being recorded by either Latin Christians, Nubians, or Ethiopians 
of each other on either side of the Mediterranean in the surviving texts dat-
ing to the centuries immediately prior to 1095. So why did this change from 
the twelfth century following the First Crusade and the establishment of the 
Crusader States?

The Crusades’ Introduction to Nubia and Ethiopia in Context

Centuries of seeming stagnation in Latin European knowledge of a contem-
porary Africa would, at first, appear to have little in connection with the 
Crusades. After all, prior to the thirteenth century, the earliest Crusades were 
centred on the Holy Land, not focusing on any part of Africa at all. Yet, the 
(re)introduction of Nubia and Ethiopia to the Latin Christians serves to 
emphasise the increasing importance placed on them by the second half  of 
the twelfth century following what would appear to have been a rather sud-
den re-emergence in Latin Christian intellectual discourse, due to their geo-
graphical proximity to the Crusader States, after centuries of neglect. 
Following the final loss of the Crusader States in 1291, Nubia and Ethiopia 
soon found themselves being key elements in Latin Christian recovery plans 
to reconquer the Holy Land and many Latin Christian hopes of victory over 
the Mamlūks hinged on the building of successful relationships with both of 
these kingdoms in the following decades and centuries. However, this was not 
at all the case for the earliest Crusaders who knew very little about the 
Christian African lands closest to the epicentre of the Crusades, particularly 
regarding the current situation of ‘Ethiopia’. The First Crusade continued 
the Latin tradition of textual ignorance of contemporary African affairs, 
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both in its rhetoric and in its planning, but it was the catalyst for this whole 
process of later knowledge development. How and why, then, did Nubia and 
Ethiopia evolve from being seemingly obscure places to becoming central 
features of later Crusade discourses? Firstly, it is important to understand 
how these places were understood upon the launch of the First Crusade in 
1095 prior to these later developments.

From the outset, the early First Crusade narrative was one that described 
the expedition as entering a vast region where Christianity was in decline. 
This depiction of the East, which included ‘Ethiopia’, was said to have been 
first born out of Pope Urban II’s famous speech at Clermont in 1095, which 
launched the initial Crusade. For example, Guibert of Nogent (wr. revised 
until c. 1121), abbot of the Benedictine monastery of Nogent, recalled Urban 
supposedly declaring very clearly the position of the ‘Ethiopians’ to the 
potential Crusaders at Clermont:

According to the prophet, [the Antichrist] will undoubtedly kill three 
kings pre-eminent for their faith in Christ, that is, the kings of Egypt, of 
[North] Africa, and of Ethiopiae. This cannot happen at all, unless 
Christianity is established where paganism now rules. Therefore if  you 
are eager to carry out pious battles, and since you have accepted the seed-
bed of the knowledge of God from Jerusalem, then you may restore the 
grace that was borrowed there. Thus through you the name of Catholicism 
will be propagated, and it will defeat the perfidy of the Antichrist and of 
the Antichristians. Who can doubt that God, who surpasses every hope 
by means of his overflowing strength, may so destroy the reeds of pagan-
ism with your spark that he may gather Egypt, Africa and Ethiopiam, 
which no longer share our belief, into the rules of his law, and ‘sinful 
man, the son of perdition’, will find others resisting him?32

Prior to that declaration, Urban was also said to have stated that Islam ‘first 
covered the name of Christ, but now it has wiped out his name from the 
furthest corners of the entire East, from Africa, Egypt, Ethiopiae, Libya, and 
even the remote coasts of Spain – a country near us’.33 Clearly, at least rhe-
torically, the Christians of Nubia, and we could also add here Ethiopia, were 
now but a historical memory as far as the Latin Christians were concerned.

Despite such rhetoric, it was not as if  the Latin Christians were discon-
nected from certain African Christian communities, even if  not the Nubians 
and Ethiopians. For instance, despite Urban apparently also decrying the 
loss of Christianity in North Africa too, Pope Gregory VII (r. 1073–85) con-
cerned himself  greatly with North African Christians. In a letter to the bishop 
of Carthage in 1076, Gregory opened with

it has come to our attention … when old Christianity was flourishing [in 
North Africa] it was ruled by a very large number of bishops, [but it] has 
fallen into such dire straits that it does not have three bishops for the 
ordination of a bishop.
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This new bishop was to be sent to Rome to be ordained so that he may return 
and provide much-needed pastoral oversight and alleviate the oppressive 
labour of North African Christians.34 The situation may not have been thriv-
ing, but it was not disconnected. Contact between the Latin papacy and 
North Africa is not overly surprising, as the North African Church, unlike 
the Christians of Egypt, Nubia, and Ethiopia, remained under Rome’s juris-
diction throughout its existence.35 Indeed, North African Christians main-
tained their links with Rome and other Latin Christian areas of the 
Mediterranean, and the population may not have been as in turmoil as Latin 
Christian sources would otherwise suggest, particularly prior to the twelfth 
century.36 The exchanging of letters also reiterates the problems of tracing 
knowledge using only narrative sources. Chronicles, for example, shed little 
light on the matter but knowledge still flowed along the news networks of the 
wider Mediterranean, such as those which informed Gregory of the plight of 
Christianity in North Africa. Indeed, Isabelle Dolezalek has highlighted the 
textile exchanges between North African and Sicilian churches into the 
twelfth century, for example, suggesting that these communities were cer-
tainly not isolated, though there are, of course, questions over the strength of 
such connections in the previous century.37 Notably, however, despite Gregory 
making ‘crusade’ plans as early as 1074 and concerning himself  with the 
affairs of North African Christians, North African Christians became erased 
from the early crusade narrative as told by early writers and, like the Nubians 
and Ethiopians, became rhetorical spectres of the past.38

If knowledge of North African Christianity could be erased by the rhetoric 
of absence, the same could easily have been applied to the more distant 
‘Ethiopians’. More generally, a notable fact about the First Crusaders is that 
they largely remained as ignorant of details of other Christians as they were of 
the theology of the Muslims who they were being sent to fight. This was espe-
cially true in relation to the Christian African groups present in the Holy Land 
who were not subject to the Latin papacy, whether Nubians, Ethiopians, or, to 
a lesser extent, the Copts of Egypt.39 Moreover, evidence of Latin contact with 
wider Eastern Christian groups, despite being the collective Christians the 
Crusaders hoped to ‘liberate’, is scant.40 This was despite the fact that, to some 
contemporary Latin writers, the Latin papacy acted as the protector of all 
Christians in both the East and the West, even though this had the clear caveat 
that Latin Christianity maintained superiority.41 The centuries of schisms, with 
the most recent being the so-called Great Schism with the Greek Church in 
1054, did little to facilitate favourable constant cordial and well-informed rela-
tions. Whilst it is not much of a surprise that no evidence for Latin correspond-
ence with the churches of Nubia and Ethiopia exists as they were subordinate 
to the Patriarch of Alexandria, no eleventh-century letters survive between the 
Latin papacy and the Coptic papacy either. It is possible that news could have 
been gathered via Byzantium, whose own patriarch held a self-styled role as the 
ecumenical patriarch, though communication with either Nubia or Ethiopia is 
circumstantial, and evidence of contact between the Byzantine patriarch and 
Latin leaders is again lacking.42 Only limited eleventh-century evidence 
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survives of contact between the Latin papacy and other eastern church leaders 
prior to the First Crusade.43 In regards to Nubia and Ethiopia, the continua-
tion of the History of the Patriarchs (originally started in the tenth century by 
Sāwīrus ibn al-Muqaffaʿ, the Coptic Bishop of Ashmunein, and added to 
over later centuries by various authors) records how the Coptic See moved 
from Alexandria further south to Cairo during the reign of Pope St. 
Christodoulos (r. 1046–77), apparently wanting to make it easier to receive the 
many messengers received from Nubia and Ethiopia.44 Such an act highlights 
the importance of the relationship between the north-east African churches 
and the potential scope for the knowledge networks that Latin communication 
with the Coptic papacy, either directly or via Byzantine networks, would have 
enabled. Instead, such fractured networks only served to inhibit the reception 
and access to information.

The disconnect between the churches is apparent in the absence of Latin 
knowledge of the miaphysite ecumenical proclamation of faith between 
the  churches of Egypt, Armenia, Syria, Nubia, and Ethiopia in 1088.45 
Unbeknown to the First Crusaders, they were arriving into a theologically 
united land which shared, at least rhetorically, their opposition to the 
Muslims. Whilst the shared proclamation did not result in conflict between 
Eastern Christians and Muslims in the eastern Mediterranean to warrant a 
special strategic interest by the Latins, the Latin ignorance of it further 
emphasises the mentality of the First Crusade. The Crusade was misguided 
by a flawed belief  in its ultimate success and, despite the reported rhetoric of 
Urban’s speech at Clermont, at least as told by Guibert of Nogent, Eastern 
Christians were not needed to fulfil their objective – though some, such as the 
Armenians, were often significant allies of the Latin Christians – even though 
the ‘liberation’ of Eastern Christians more generally was maintained as one 
of the Crusade’s primary objectives.46 Any attempts at intelligence gathering 
prior to the First Crusade on any matters, whether political or theological 
regarding the local Christian populations, appears to have been non-existent. 
Yet, whether the textual disconnect was truly the result of ignorance or is a 
product of source survival will remain a key question.47

If the Crusaders had taken care to learn about the situation in the Holy 
Land and the surrounding region, they may have become aware of tensions 
between Ethiopia and Egypt which may have been worth trying to exploit 
regardless of whether this may actually have been a possibility. As narrated in 
the continuation of the History of the Patriarchs, Ethiopia required a new abun 
to be consecrated by the Coptic papacy during the reign of Pope St. Kyril II (r. 
1078–92). The vizier of Egypt, Badr al-Jamālī, however, disapproved of Kyril’s 
original choice and pressured for the appointment of his own candidate. When 
al-Jamālī’s candidate was appointed to maintain good relations between Egypt 
and Ethiopia, tensions within Ethiopia quickly began to sour as their new abun 
built seven mosques for the use of Muslim merchants. The abun was impris-
oned, and the mosques were destroyed, which led to similar retaliations towards 
Christians in Egypt, creating a relationship of increased tensions.48 Additionally, 
on the eve of the First Crusade, between 1088 and 1091, the first known 
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reference to the Egyptian fear of the Ethiopian ruler’s ability to control the 
Nile floods, giving him power over Egypt’s prosperity, which would become a 
key attribute to the later Latin attributions of Ethiopia being the kingdom of 
Prester John from the fourteenth century, appeared.49 Equally, from the Nubian 
perspective, later Muslim historians, such as al-Maqrīzī (d. 1442) and al-ʿAynī 
(d. 1451), claim that the events which led to the Nubian ourou Solomon’s 
‘retirement’ to Cairo in 1079 actually stemmed from his arrest following 
Solomon’s arrival in Aswan to visit some churches.50 The reasons for his arrest 
are unclear, but the very act related by these later texts would suggest that rela-
tions between Nubia and Egypt on the eve of the Crusades may not have been 
entirely amicable either. Nothing about these events suggests that neither 
Nubia nor Ethiopia would necessarily have welcomed the Crusaders, however, 
but it is striking that the Latins did not appear to know about potentially 
important tensions and divisions in the Holy Land in which to attempt to 
exploit upon their arrival. Instead, ‘Ethiopians’ were only discussed in relation 
to the loss and enemies of Christianity in the Holy Land and the wider region. 
This was also despite both levels of trade and pilgrimage to the Holy Land 
increasing throughout the eleventh century, which otherwise should have facil-
itated avenues for knowledge dissemination back in Latin Europe regarding the 
Holy Land’s African Christian inhabitants, particularly their presence at shared 
Christian shrines.51

Negotiating ‘Ethiopia’ and ‘Ethiopians’ on Crusade

The Latin ignorance of the Nubians and Ethiopians is epitomised by the 
rhetoric of the early Crusade writers. No reference to either contemporary 
kingdom is found in these texts, and ‘Ethiopia’ and ‘Ethiopians’ only appear 
to serve the current absence of Christianity in the region. Beyond the arena 
of the First Crusade, works such as the Virtutes apostolorum (also known as 
the work of Pseudo-Abdias) were reproduced throughout the medieval 
period and continually reaffirmed St. Matthew’s successful proselytising, 
which led to ‘all the provinces of the Aethiopium [being] filled with Catholic 
churches until the present day’.52 Indeed, Ethiopia’s Christianity, too, was not 
unknown to the Latin Christians. Otto of Freising correctly noted in his 
Chronica (1157) how ulterior India (ʾAksum) had been converted by the mis-
sionaries Edesius and Frumentius in the fourth century.53 Yet, according to 
Guibert of Nogent’s recollection of Pope Urban II’s famous speech, as noted 
earlier, Islam had now consumed ‘Ethiopia’ and replaced an ancient 
Christianity which dated back to the apostles themselves. Other writers, 
including those who went on the Crusade, such as Fulcher of Chartres (wr. 
continually from during the Crusade until c.1128), also echoed this view and 
claimed that ‘Ethiopia’ was a land adjacent to the Holy Land where 
Christianity was now absent.54 No contemporary Latin Christian writer, 
though, made any similar claims regarding Ethiopia, which remained over-
looked. Instead, it took the best part of the twelfth century to begin to wit-
ness Latin texts that not only associate both Nubia and Ethiopia with 



56 Knowing Nubia and Ethiopia

Christianity but also for Latin Christians to even directly acknowledge either 
place or their peoples at all beyond that of the vague region. The rhetoric of 
an un-Christian ‘Ethiopia’ was more important for those writing about and 
justifying the First Crusade than any attempt to document the reality or in 
exploring any potential significance that either Nubia or Ethiopia could hold 
as later generations of Latin Christians would do.

Notably, ‘Ethiopia’s’ role in the Latin Christian rhetoric of the early Crusades 
is in stark contrast to other former Christian regions, such as Spain. For exam-
ple, despite its equal position alongside ‘Ethiopia’ and North Africa as a place 
no longer Christian according to First Crusade writers, the memory of a 
Christian Spain ab antiquo before the Arab invasions of 711 was a driving force 
for expeditions to the Iberian Peninsula during the Second Crusade (1147–9).55 
Yet, comparatively, there appears to have been much less initial Crusader appe-
tite for Egyptian expeditions to reclaim Christian land based on a shared mem-
ory of a pre-642 Christian Egypt, or, by extension, its neighbours in ‘Ethiopia’. 
The Christian losses of Spain and Egypt were only separated by 69 years but 
were remembered very differently in early crusading mentality. Moreover, there 
appears to have been no acknowledgement by the Latin Christians that the 
population of contemporary Egypt may have been, according to the estimates 
of Tamer el-Leithy, still mostly Christian up until the fourteenth century, which 
in turn could have formed an early focus for Crusader strategy, whether this 
would have been successful or not.56 This apparent absence in the rhetoric of 
Christianity in Africa is even more striking given that the title of King Baldwin 
I of Jerusalem (r. 1100–18) claimed that he was also rex Babylonie vel Asia. 
Baldwin’s full title suggests that there was an intent to conquer Egypt in the 
early years of the Crusader States, although extensive expeditions into Egypt 
only occurred later during the 1160s.57 If an attempt at the conquest of Egypt 
was to be expected from an early date, a memory of Christian Egypt, like that 
of Spain, which would likely have included knowledge of its subordinate 
churches in Nubia and Ethiopia, would be presumed to have been more prom-
inent in Latin Christian works. However, there appears to have been no early 
interest or concern in acknowledging the African Christian groups.

The rhetoric of ‘Ethiopia’ being subsumed by Muslims prior to the Crusades 
was further supported by the fact that many First Crusade writers described 
the presence of ‘Ethiopians’ in the enemy Muslim armies. In the texts, these 
‘Ethiopians’ served to both highlight the alterity of the Muslim armies and to 
further paint the picture of the geographic vastness which the subjects of Islam 
came from. Furthermore, passages concerning enemy ‘Ethiopians’ primarily 
acted as a motif to embolden the Latin Christian reception of the courage and 
other deeds of the Franks in the eyes of each writer’s Latin Christian audience. 
Whilst the link is never made explicit in the texts, this image of fighting and 
defeating enemy ‘Ethiopians’ likely had an additional importance for a Latin 
Christian audience too. It represented a physical embodiment of the wider cul-
tural traditional metaphysical conflict against sin, which was often depicted or 
embodied as an ‘Ethiopian’ demon and had been a common Christian literary 
trope for centuries.58 As such, many Latin Christian readers may have 
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understood the texts as both documenting the realities of the First Crusade 
and as reinforcing the specific spirituality of the First Crusaders. The witness-
ing of ‘Ethiopians’ in the Muslim armies by the Latin Christians was not just 
rhetoric, however, and such descriptions could have also reflected the wide-
spread use of Africans in the Fāṭimid armies. ‘Ethiopian’, or specifically 
Nubian, soldiers formed core regiments in the Fāṭimid armies, so their appear-
ance in Crusader texts should not be altogether surprising.59 This is supported 
by the fact that the Latin Christian writers  commonly describe the ‘Ethiopian’ 
soldiers in an observational matter-of-fact way and do not overtly employ their 
physical appearances in the texts to necessarily explicitly serve any obvious 
additional rhetorical purpose.

Enemy ‘Ethiopians’ appear in Latin Christian texts written by authors who 
both participated in the Crusade and who did not.60 For instance, Fulcher of 
Chartres, who served as a chaplain on the First Crusade, made multiple men-
tions of ‘Ethiopians’ amongst the enemies of the Crusaders throughout his 
work.61 Fulcher even recounts in one episode how an ‘Ethiopian’ had actually 
injured King Baldwin sometime in 1103 after having waited stealthily in an 
attempt to ambush and kill him.62 Moreover, according to Fulcher, the threat 
from ‘Ethiopians’ was apparently so severe that those living around Jerusalem 
who strayed too far risked great danger of ambush in ravines and forests.63 
Fulcher’s text undoubtedly combined observation with some rhetoric when 
relating about the enemy ‘Ethiopians’, thus emphasising the entwined nature 
of both elements in his text’s production. More importantly, his descriptions 
influenced other writers, both in the East and in Latin Europe. For example, his 
description of ‘Ethiopians’ fighting in the Tower of David against the Crusaders 
was recycled by Bartolf of Nangis (d. c. 1109).64 Little is known about Bartolf, 
but he made use of an early version of Fulcher’s text, suggesting that the enemy 
‘Ethiopian’ motif was present in Fulcher’s text’s earliest incarnations long 
before the final version appeared in c. 1128.65 Likewise, Fulcher’s anecdote 
regarding an ‘Ethiopian’ attacking King Baldwin is found in the work of the 
Armenian Matthew of Edessa, who appears to have directly lifted this bit of 
information directly from Fulcher, who did reside for a while in Edessa. 
Matthew of Edessa’s use of ‘Ethiopian’ (Et̕ovpatc̕i: Եթովպացի), would 
appear to be a clear attempted transliteration of the Latin Ethiopici, suggesting 
a copying of either Fulcher’s or another lost Latin text when contrasted against 
Matthew’s specific use of the Armenian ethnonym of ‘Nubian’ (Noubi, Նօւպի) 
elsewhere regarding Nubian soldiers in the Fāṭimid armies.66 The Latin 
Christian narrative became entrenched enough that it also transferred beyond 
Latin Christendom and into an Armenian Christian text, whether Matthew 
was aware of the growing Latin significance of the topos or not. In addition to 
Fulcher, other eyewitnesses such as Guibert of Nogent also described 
‘Ethiopians’ as enemies, along with a separate remark about ‘barbarians’ sup-
posedly looking like ‘Ethiopians’ (Ethiopicis) on the slopes of Mount Sinai, 
highlighting the alterity of the non-Christian ‘Ethiopians’ and their perceived 
desecration of the Holy Land.67 The narrative of the enemy ‘Ethiopian’ could 
be employed in multiple ways, both observationally and allegorically.
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The circulation of texts featuring such narratives unsurprisingly influenced 
authors who did not travel to the East. For example, the Historia 
Hierosolymitana (wr. c. 1105) of Baldric of Dol, the abbot of Bourgeuil, was 
amongst the earliest texts of the First Crusade to note ‘Ethiopian’ soldiers 
despite Baldric not travelling to the East himself.68 Baldric’s text, which 
remained the blueprint for generations of Crusade histories, was written to 
add authority to the theological reasoning and motivation of the First 
Crusade, further underlining the important rhetorical use of the non-Chris-
tian  ‘Ethiopian’ in the early Crusade message. Notably, in contrast, the anon-
ymous Gesta Francorum (wr. c.1100–1), an integral source for many First 
Crusade authors, did not mention enemy ‘Ethiopians’ at all, possibly suggest-
ing that this detail was a conscious insertion during post-crusade discourse to 
emphasise a particular message.69 Alternatively, indeed, the very first writers 
may not have deemed the presence of ‘Ethiopian’ soldiers to have been espe-
cially important information to note until later discourses developed. 
Whether influenced by first-hand accounts or following a particular topos, 
further experiences of ‘Ethiopians’ additionally began to infiltrate into works 
of other Latin Christian authors who equally did not travel to the East. For 
instance, Ralf  of Caen, a Norman priest who wrote the Gesta Tancredi in 
expeditione Hierosolymitana (wr. c. 1118), also described an event regarding 
enemy ‘Ethiopians’ despite not likely travelling any further than the 
Principality of Antioch.70 The inclusion of enemy ‘Ethiopians’ in texts writ-
ten by authors who did not travel to the East may reflect their largely Norman 
background, in addition to fitting within a classical pre-Christian Roman 
tradition – a tradition which inevitably discussed these Africans as pagans.71 
In the case of the possible importance of the writers having a shared Norman 
influence, Norman writers were known prior to the First Crusade to utilise 
an ‘enemy’ ‘Ethiopian’ topos, such as in Dudo’s Historia Normannorum (first 
circulated c.1015). Following its description of the peace between Duke 
Richard and King Lothair in the 960s, the text noted how the bodies of 
enemy ‘Ethiopians’ (Aethiopum) had turned white but, during attempts at 
looting the clothing of the dead who were remaining on the battlefield three 
days after the battle, they had remained black under their clothes.72 Using 
‘Ethiopians’ as a rhetorical tool was not unique to the First Crusade. 
Nevertheless, as many of the First Crusade accounts relied on each other, this 
entwined textual tradition naturally resulted in many main details being cop-
ied, thus entrenching the existence of the enemy ‘Ethiopians’ whether as 
observational fact or as a rhetorical tool.73

There was also a wider cultural phenomenon of ‘Ethiopians’ in Muslim 
ranks in Latin Christian chansons, which echoed many of the elements seen in 
the First Crusade texts. The Chanson de Roland, for instance, composed 
throughout the eleventh century, although the earliest manuscript dates to the 
second quarter of the twelfth century, tells of the ‘accursed land’ (une terre 
maldite) of ‘Ethiopia’ (Ethïope) being a dominion of the uncle of the Muslim 
king Marsilie.74 The influence of literary traditions is also apparent in the use 
of the ethnonym of Açopart, a corruption of the French word Etiope, which, 
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via speech and the subsequent rendering of the ‘-ti-’ to ‘-ç-’, became a specific 
poetic term for these ‘Ethiopians’ and was employed by some of the early First 
Crusade historians.75 For example, Albert of Aachen, a canon who wrote a 
history of the First Crusade entitled the Historia Hierosolymitiana (wr. c. 
1125–50), referred to ‘Ethiopians’ in this way.76 Albert did not travel to the 
Holy Land himself, highlighting that the notion of enemy ‘Ethiopians’ could 
be informed by an array of sources, both literary and non-literary.77 The use of 
Açopart was not restricted to those who did not travel to the East either. Even 
earlier, Peter Tudebode, a priest who accompanied the First Crusade, likewise 
mentioned enemy ‘Ethiopians’ (Asupatorum) amongst the emir’s force outside 
Ascalon which included Saracens, Arabs, Turks, Kurds, ‘Ethiopians’, Azymites, 
and other pagans in his Historia de Hierosolymitano itinere (c.1110).78 Why 
Peter, as someone who did travel to the East, used the literary ethnonym in 
place of the more common Ethiopes is unknown. Poetic sources do appear to 
inform Peter’s Historia elsewhere in his text, suggesting that the use of Asupart 
was also a product of the use of literary sources, similarly to Albert, regardless 
of his first-hand experience.79 In which case, the rhetoric of Latin authors, 
including those supposedly recording the words of the pope himself, narrating 
ideas of the ‘Ethiopian’ enemy were also building on a separate, yet sometimes 
entwined, body of popular literature which interwove this perception into mul-
tiple layers of society at the turn of the twelfth century. Yet, the negative image 
of a pagan ‘Ethiopia’ and enemy ‘Ethiopians’ which was disseminated in the 
more immediate works of the First Crusade was not engrained enough that it 
could not be removed.

Towards the Early Tides of Change

The topos of  the enemy ‘Ethiopian’ may have been replicated by numerous 
authors but it was largely isolated to the texts associated with the First 
Crusade and references dramatically reduced in the following decades. 
Orderic Vitalis’ Historia Ecclesiastica (wr. c. 1141), for instance, also described 
‘Ethiopian’ soldiers fighting the Crusaders, specifically against the Count of 
Flanders and Tancred, but such texts are the exception, and even Orderic’s 
text, significantly, only mentions such ‘Ethiopians’ in relation to the First 
Crusade and not subsequent events.80 This late inclusion by Orderic can be 
explained by the fact that he is known to have used Baldric of Dol as his 
principal source for Book IX in which the enemy ‘Ethiopians’ appear.81 His 
text, therefore, does not necessarily show that the rhetorical or physical image 
of the ‘Ethiopian’ enemy held any particular longevity amongst his contem-
porary writers but can be understood as an example of mere direct copying. 
That said, Latin Christian writers continued to document what they observed. 
For example, an ‘Ethiopian’ presence within the Muslim armies was still 
noted into the second half  of the twelfth century, such as by William, the 
Archbishop of Tyre (d. 1186), who described how he witnessed armed 
‘Ethiopian’ (Ethiopum) guards who ‘eagerly made repeated salutations of 
reverence to the sultan’ (crebre salutationis officium certatim soldano 
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exhibentes) whilst participating in an embassy to Cairo in 1167.82 With the 
exception of William of Tyre, it is notable that later writers overwhelmingly 
do not take care to commonly list ‘Ethiopians’ amongst Muslim armies in 
their works. Whilst `Black’ (Nigri/Mauros [italicise words in brackets]) sol-
diers were still encountered by the Latin Christians, such as in the armies 
fought by the Third Crusaders (1189–1192), they were reportedly from North 
Africa (Nadabares, Getuli, and Numide) and not associated with ‘Ethiopia’, 
possibly reflecting developing Latin Christian awareness.83 One exception to 
this was in the work of Oliver of Paderborn (wr. 1220–2) which did, however, 
describe ‘Ethiopian’ soldiers in the Muslim armies of the Fifth Crusade 
(1217–21) in one passage, though his text also greatly portrayed the power of 
the Christian Nubian king which will be later related.84 The decrease in refer-
ences to ‘Ethiopians’ in Muslim armies would also have been impacted by the 
effect of Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn’s active policy to replace Nubians with Turkish and 
Arab soldiers upon his initial succession as Sultan of Egypt in 1171.85 Whilst 
fewer ‘Ethiopian’ soldiers may have been observable, it is noticeable that nar-
ratives similar to those disseminated recording the First Crusade decreased 
as greater understanding of Christian Nubians and Ethiopians occurred.

Amidst the overwhelmingly negative image of the rhetoric of ‘Ethiopia’ 
and ‘Ethiopians’ during the First Crusade, there was almost no specific men-
tion of the toponym of ‘Nubia’ during the first decades of the Crusader 
States and no evidence of any direct Latin Christian understanding of the 
Ethiopian kingdom of Bǝgwǝna. One direct reference to Nubians appears in 
the Chronica universale of  Ekkehard of Aura, a Benedictine monk who died 
in 1125, in which the Novades (Nobades – the peoples of the northern 
Kingdom of Nubia prior to its annexation by Makuria in the early eighth 
century) from Aethiopia feature amongst the details of the troubles during 
the latter history of the Roman Empire.86 Ekkehard’s reference to enemy 
Nubians is, however, coincidental as he used Jordanes’ sixth-century Romana 
as his source for his recollection of the Novades in relation to Roman imperial 
history rather than portraying any understanding of contemporary Nubia.87 
In fact, despite participating in the 1101 Crusade, Ekkehard did not make 
any note of enemy ‘Ethiopians’ or Nubians in the Muslim armies of the First 
Crusade in either his Chronica or separate Hierosolymita. His ‘Ethiopia’ and 
the Novades were historical entities unrelated to contemporary events in the 
East. Instead, any surviving textual awareness of a contemporary Nubia 
within Latin Europe first appeared in c. 1130. This brief  appearance of Nubia 
was described in passing as a land below Egypt in Hugh of St. Victor’s 
Descriptio Mappe Mundi, but without any further details, including whether 
it was Christian or not.88 The Descriptio did, though, provide the geographi-
cal foundations for subsequent Latin Christian knowledge of a specific 
‘Nubia’, especially regarding cartographical sources, which developed from 
the twelfth century.89 The disparity between the early development of Latin 
Christian knowledge concerning Nubia and the surviving contemporary 
sources is arguably best reflected in the chansons of  the First and Second 
Crusade Cycles. Although the earliest manuscripts of the first cycle date 
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towards the end of the twelfth century, the chansons are believed to have been 
first conceived relatively soon after the events of the First Crusade, which 
they describe. The first cycle includes Nubian (of Nubie) enemies who pro-
vide important Muslim characters. The use of Nubie may suggest that the 
toponym was known more widely in Latin Christendom despite the lack of 
surviving texts but nothing more can be said. Importantly, the later second 
cycle actively replaces these originally Muslim characters as Christian, often 
with scenes of conversion, and seemingly reflects the growing development of 
knowledge concerning Christian Nubia amongst Latin Christians.90 The 
twelfth century clearly presents two different eras of intellectual productivity: 
an early period of chosen Latin Christian ignorance of Christian north-east 
Africa and a later more informed period which began to develop as a result 
of increasing interactions in the eastern Mediterranean.

Throughout the first half of the twelfth century, Latin Christian texts ini-
tially entrenched the view that ‘Ethiopians’ were enemies of the Crusaders and 
that ‘Ethiopia’ was a land absent of Christianity. The employment of the rhet-
oric of a non-Christian ‘Ethiopia’ aided the First Crusade’s message as the 
descriptions of ‘Ethiopians’ in the Muslim armies served to highlight the alter-
ity of the enemy armies, whilst also almost certainly detailing the presence of 
Nubians, and other Africans, in the Fāṭimid armies. This would not, however, 
necessarily have resulted in a lack of knowledge regarding the Christianity of 
at least some of the ‘Ethiopians’, as the Crusaders were well aware of other 
Christian soldiers utilised by the Fāṭimids, such as Armenians.91 ‘Ethiopia’, at 
first, embodied the reasoning of the calling of the First Crusade by describing 
it as a former Christian land as reflected in both Crusader narratives and wider 
chanson culture. Yet, it is important to state that some influential texts, such as 
Robert the Monk’s (d. 1122) Historia Iherosolimitana, did not feature enemy 
‘Ethiopians’ at all despite being amongst the most widely distributed First 
Crusade texts, thus providing difficulties for quantifying the extent of the audi-
ence who received this narrative.92 Nevertheless, the First Crusaders do not 
appear to show much knowledge, if any, of the contemporary lands below 
Egypt and certainly do not appear to show any great awareness of any events 
happening elsewhere in Africa. Within a few generations, however, the Crusader 
presence in the East and their engagement with various Eastern knowledge 
networks reintroduced Latin Christian writers to the lands of Christian Nubia 
and Ethiopia – the latter as ‘Abyssinia’ – importantly laying the foundations for 
subsequent Latin Christian desires to enhance their engagement with the 
Christian north-east African powers, beginning with Nubia.
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3 Sources of Knowledge between Nubia, 
Ethiopia, and the Latin Christians in 
the Holy Land and Egypt

Knowledge is a product. As with any material commodity, knowledge can be 
donated, exchanged, traded (with a particular quid pro quo motive), faked, 
looted, hoarded, and destroyed, all of which offer particular roles for knowl-
edge within a variety of interactions. Historically speaking, one question 
often arises, particularly regarding long-distance contact: do increased inter-
actions enhance knowledge between groups or does enhanced knowledge 
lead to increased interactions? In the case of the relationship between Nubian, 
Ethiopian, and Latin Christian knowledge and interaction it would appear to 
have been a case of the former. The development of knowledge, which is best 
attested only in the Latin Christian sources, was the result of both the dis-
semination and diffusion of knowledge. Importantly for our purposes, the 
true extent of the corpus of knowledge at any point in history is impossible 
to assess, not least because the production of knowledge is always framed by 
each individual author who chooses what to include and what not to. In other 
words, a surviving corpus of knowledge may only be a microcosm of what 
was known by an author’s contemporaries and the extent of otherwise 
undocumented knowledge, particularly in regions which witnessed a greater 
number and diversity of interactions, may be comparatively vast. Interactions 
were numerous, yet source survival largely only depicts such exchanges from 
a Latin Christian point of view. However, interactions should be viewed as 
having a similar impact on Nubian and Ethiopian knowledge development 
of Latin Christians as their influences had on Latin Christian knowledge of 
the Christian Africans despite the almost complete absence of Nubian and 
Ethiopian contemporary material on the matter. It is the aim of this chapter 
to assess the role of individuals and arenas of knowledge more broadly which 
had the ability to act as the hubs of information which informed knowledge 
development between these groups. Specifically, information which under-
pinned the foundation for the growing role of Nubia, and to an initial lesser 
degree Ethiopia, which can be most clearly witnessed in Latin Christian dis-
course following the First Crusade.

The avenues of knowledge dissemination in the wider eastern Mediterranean 
were centred on primary, secondary, or tertiary exchanges depending on the 
degrees of separation from the original knowledge source. A primary knowl-
edge network is defined as one where the recipient received information 
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first-hand, with a secondary network being once or twice removed from the 
direct source, and a tertiary network being one of news and rumour without 
any verifiable origin. Rumour, especially, as shown by Torsten Wollina in rela-
tion to Mamlūk knowledge, could be a powerful information tool which 
could supplement, both to stabilise or destabilise, other forms of news or 
established knowledge.1 It is not always easy to distinguish between each 
method of knowledge accumulation, however. To illustrate one example 
which may be categorised in any of the three networks, I shall point to the 
early fourteenth-century itinerary of the Irish Franciscan Symon Semeonis. 
Scholarship has not attributed the use of a Coptic-speaking guide along at 
least part of his journey, particularly within Egypt. Yet, the use of the topo-
nym of Danubia, which Symon uses for Nubia, suggests the use of an other-
wise previously unattributed guide when we consider that Danubia is 
remarkably similar to Nanouba (ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲃⲁ), one of the Coptic toponyms for 
Nubia, which could readily be misunderstood by a Latin-speaker as some-
thing akin to Danubia.2 Only one manuscript survives, which is dated to 
between c.1335–52, so it may simply be a scribal error, but, as this occurs 
multiple times, such consistent, seemingly intentional, spelling in the text 
allows us to posit or reconstruct a plausible network involving a Coptic-
speaking guide or informant who informed on this toponym. However, noth-
ing else is said in the text so what exactly a guide who knew at least something 
of Nubia – whether from primary, secondary, or tertiary experience – told 
Symon in addition to the toponym is impossible to fully reconstruct. In con-
trast, the importance of authorial detachment from such networks should be 
stated, as well as occasions of a reliance on an outdated textual corpus. For 
instance, Latin Christian knowledge of Nubia and Ethiopia, or indeed Africa 
more generally, cannot be simplified to quantifying the information found in 
the surviving contemporary chronicles as these were often removed from 
experiential connectivity. For example, in 1267, Roger Bacon continued to 
discuss dragons flying to Ethiopia from Latin Europe and told how dragon 
meat was used as a remedy for old age in his influential Opus Majus amongst 
multiple pages of supposed information on ‘Ethiopia’.3 When viewed along-
side other contemporary networks of information presented within this 
book, it is clear that Roger’s text did not represent the forefront of knowledge 
regarding ‘Ethiopia’ despite its otherwise influential status and his use of 
contemporary and even archival sources elsewhere in his text. Even alongside 
an integrated web of potential sources for knowledge, myths remained, 
whether they were disseminated purposefully via the recycling of classical 
works or through ignorance. Above all, information was disseminated via 
various channels, but its oral transmission, which often remained uncodified, 
is particularly relevant for our purposes here.

For instance, the reconstruction of what can be called ‘communal knowl-
edge’, similarly, emphasises the importance of undocumented knowledge 
agents within non-textual communities who informed their knowledge cor-
pus.4 This communal knowledge was produced via experience, interaction, 
and observation of groups but which was otherwise only noted by external 
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sources from outside of that community. Only a handful of Latin Christian 
visitors to the Holy Land, for example, described the tattooing practice of the 
so-called ‘branding of the cross’ on Nubians and Ethiopians, though it would 
be safe to assume that all those present would have been aware of this cul-
tural practice, including resident writers who fail to mention this fact. 
Significantly, this avenue of knowledge dissemination may actually have nur-
tured many of the most important knowledge developments via what Mark 
Granovetter called the ‘strength’ of ‘weak’ ties. Simply, the more removed 
that isolated potential knowledge disseminators are from each other’s regular 
networks, the greater the diversity of knowledge could be disseminated 
between themselves at one single moment of exchange and subsequent inter-
actions with each individual’s regular contacts.5 The survival and reproduc-
tion of non-textual observational knowledge played an equally active role in 
the information networks regarding Africa as the primary, secondary, and 
tertiary networks of news and rumour. Certainly, Latin Christians greatly 
developed their knowledge of the wider region, including of Nubians and 
Ethiopians, during their occupation of the Crusader States largely as a result 
of such sustained interaction.6 Though we have little comparative evidence, 
there is no reason to suppose that this was not also true of Nubian and 
Ethiopian knowledge of the Latin Christians. It is, therefore, the intention of 
this chapter to offer reconstructions of the sources of knowledge between 
Nubians, Ethiopians, and Latin Christians, both directly and via other 
intermediaries.

Recreating a Framework for Undocumented Avenues of Knowledge 
Regarding Nubia and Ethiopia

Latin Christians were recipients of first-hand, secondary, and tertiary infor-
mation from a host of sources. The discussion here, particularly regarding 
routes of non-African knowledge exchange, cannot fully be given justice. 
Nevertheless, the initial focus of this chapter will highlight examples of such 
non-Nubian or Ethiopian individuals or groups who wrote or had experience 
of Nubia(ns) or Ethiopia(ns) and who could have disseminated information 
before assessing the scope of the Nubian and Ethiopian presence in the wider 
Mediterranean. For instance, travellers built personalised knowledge cor-
puses unique to them, much of which remained undocumented and their 
potential significance unknown. One example can be found in the travels of a 
man called Masʾūd from Aleppo who accompanied the Egyptian envoy to 
Dongola on behalf  of Tūrānshāh in 1172–3 and whose participation in the 
delegation was noted by both Abū Šāma (fl. 1240s) and Bar ʿ Ebrōyō (fl. before 
1286).7 It would be reasonable to expect that someone like Masʾūd would 
have travelled through the Crusader States back to Aleppo following his trip 
to Dongola, illustrating just one avenue for acting as a disseminator of news 
regarding the brief  Egyptian expedition to Nubia to audiences within or 
neighbouring the Crusader States. Muslim oral traditions relating knowledge 
of the Egyptian expedition into Nubia in 1172 can be evidenced to have 
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influenced Latin Christian prose texts, such as in the anonymous thir-
teenth-century Estoires d’Outremer which was likely compiled in north-east 
France and contributed further to the legend of Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn, as highlighted 
by Uri Shachar, suggesting that the legacies of disseminated news could also 
have far-reaching and indirect influence.8 The dissemination of information 
by Syrian individuals, specifically, was explicitly the case in the early sixteenth 
century when a Syrian man was said to have informed Francisco Álvarez 
whilst in Ethiopia on the condition of the churches of Nubia from his own 
first-hand experience.9

In order to create a framework for avenues of knowledge diffusion, as well 
as being carriers of contemporary news, it is also important to highlight what 
codified knowledge has survived for this period, which could be said to have 
provided foundational elements of knowledge for certain Eastern commu-
nities who interacted with the Latin Christians. Indeed, Jacques of Vitry, 
the Latin bishop of Acre (wr. completed c. 1224), actively sought to enquire 
with Greek and Syrian monks about their affairs in the early thirteenth 
century, including specifically regarding the Jacobites – who he also lists 
Nubians amongst elsewhere in his text – on one particular occasion, further 
highlighting how curiosity could be a powerful tool to facilitate knowledge 
acquisition between groups.10 Often, the surviving works of contemporary 
Eastern authors detail Nubia(ns) and Ethiopia(ns) much more than those 
of the Latin Christians do. Not only did Eastern writers document elements 
of the histories of Nubia and Ethiopia, but they were also acutely aware of 
the differences between the Christian groups and the relationship between 
the African Churches with the Coptic patriarch. For instance, Eutychius of 
Alexandria (d. 940), the Melkite patriarch of Alexandria, was one near-con-
temporary author who, despite his incorrect reasoning, did correctly identify 
the Nubians as Jacobites (Yaʿqūbiyya: يعقوبيه).11 Nubia and Ethiopia’s political 
and religious relationship with the Coptic patriarch was further commented 
on by an anonymous text wrongly attributed to the Coptic monk Abū Šākir 
ibn al-Rāhib (fl. c. 1257–70), despite not giving any great reflection on their 
varying customs and beliefs, whilst similar remarks of this relationship 
by others, such as the Greek monk Neilos Doxapatrios, who wrote whilst 
residing at the Norman court in Sicily, were made earlier in the mid-twelfth 
century.12 The absence of any information regarding Nubian and Ethiopian 
customs and beliefs in the example of the text wrongly attributed to Ibn 
al-Rāhib does not necessarily reflect a general absence of knowledge of 
such matters, however. Instead, theological differences were more important 
to note than cultural or ethnic differences. For example, Paul of Antioch 
(fl. c. 1180–1200), the Melkite bishop of Sidon, noted the differences between 
Melkites, Nestorians, Jacobites, and Maronites but made no distinction 
between the peoples encompassed by these groups.13 Paul’s uninterest in dis-
tinguishing peoples, rather than theologies, was specifically highlighted by his 
text’s modern editor, Paul Khoury. Khoury posited that this focus in Paul’s 
writing helps to explain his silence on Latins and Armenians, both of whom 
were instead seemingly treated as Melkites and Monophysites, respectively, 
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despite the fact that, as the co-adjutor bishop of Sidon, Paul would have been 
acutely aware of the differences of the Latin rite to that of other groups and 
would have had the knowledge to outline them clearly if  he had wished.14

How widespread knowledge – whether geographical, historical, cultural, 
or theological – was known within wider societies of Eastern groups, par-
ticularly beyond monastic communities, to create a universal blanket of 
knowledge amongst those capable of disseminating relevant information to 
Latin Christians, or Nubians, or Ethiopians for that matter, is impossible to 
ascertain. Jewish knowledge is particularly illustrative of this, especially in 
relation to the Genizah texts which note the affairs of Jewish trading diaspo-
ras in the wider Red Sea region and beyond, including conducting trade in 
the Crusader States, Nubia, and Ethiopia. Yet, this knowledge corpus, which 
is the most relevant contemporary Jewish corpus for our study, should be 
best described as experiential knowledge, rather than being representative of 
knowledge that Jews outside of these networks may have necessarily been 
able to similarly disseminate.15 Elsewhere, problematically, even those who 
were seemingly well informed could confuse matters. For example, the Coptic 
priest Abū al-Makārim occasionally confused some details between Nubia 
and Ethiopia, such as ideas regarding their respective kings as he incorrectly 
claimed that the king (malik) of Makuria (Maqurrah: مقرّة) was an Ethiopian 
(Ḥabašī: حبشى) in his tract primarily concerned with Ethiopia.16 Another issue 
concerns the survival of texts and the function of recording information 
itself. This is particularly notable in the discrepancy between the interactions 
of groups and the surviving sources. For instance, Armenians were active in 
the Red Sea and the north-east African interior, but references to contempo-
rary Nubians or Ethiopians are largely absent in the surviving Armenian cor-
pus, with many notices, instead, being the products of translation rather than 
observation or being otherwise informed by up-to-date knowledge.17 This 
is even more stark when we consider the role of the Armenian prince and 
ambassador Het ̕um of Corycus’ crusade treatise, written in French in 1307, 
which suggested that the Armenians could act as intermediaries between the 
Latin Christians and the Nubians.18 Possible inflated rhetoric aside, Het ̕um’s 
treatise was clearly not restricted by the knowledge that surviving Armenian 
texts would otherwise lead us to believe regarding the extent of Armenian 
knowledge of, in this case, Nubia.

Furthermore, there is also suggestive evidence of  the existence of  Nubian-
Syrian Jacobite Christian communication via Syriac. For instance, a Syriac 
alphabet found at Qasr Ibrim in Lower Nubia in an archaeological context 
which allows for the possible date of  the ostrakon after at least the ninth 
century on the basis of  the presence of  paper which was only introduced 
to Egypt after that century, in addition to a tenth-century reference by Ibn 
al-Nadīm that some Nubians knew Syriac, suggests an ability to directly 
communicate with the Jacobite patriarch in Antioch or other Syrian com-
munities, especially when no Syriac texts have been found in Nubia to sug-
gest an alternate explanation for the Nubian knowledge of  Syriac, such as 
being used for translation projects.19 This equally may have been the case for 
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Ethiopian-Syrian communication too, though evidence for this is even more 
fragmentary and indirect. For example, the Ethiopian nəguś ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon 
(r. 1314–44) had a Syrian secretary from Damascus, who Taddesse Tamrat 
posited facilitated ʿ Ämdä Ṣǝyon’s desires to keep well informed about events 
in Syria, whilst a wooden altar tablet inscribed in Syriac, which was conse-
crated by Athanasius, bishop of  Ethiopia (ܟܘܫ:Kūš), in 1295/6, has been 
noted in a church in modern Eritrea.20 Syriac texts were certainly translated 
into Gəʿəz in late antiquity, though the later Solomonic translations have 
been stressed by Aaron Butts to have been facilitated by Arabic intermediar-
ies.21 Moreover, whilst the arrival of  the Ethiopian Thomas who desired to 
be consecrated as metropolitan of  Ethiopia by the Syrian patriarch Ignatius 
III David some time between 1237–9 or 1241–2 may have been facilitated 
by communication in Arabic, the later example of  the Syrian priest Mūše 
of  Mardin producing Syriac texts for the benefit of  the Ethiopian monk 
Täsfa Ṣǝyon in Rome in 1549 may be indicative of  the existence of  networks 
between Ethiopian and Syriac-speaking communities.22

Many Muslims, Jews, and Eastern Christians held positions of importance 
and influence in the Crusader States amidst a relatively integrated society, at 
least in the major urban centres, who were in a position to provide diverse 
knowledge. Syrian Jacobite Christians were particularly notable for gaining 
positions in the Crusader court, though some did encounter difficulties main-
taining claims.23 Notably, the Jacobite patriarch of Antioch Michael Rabo, 
also known as Michael the Syrian, was known for his strong relationship with 
the Latin Christians.24 This is perhaps significant given that Michael Rabo 
was well versed in Nubian and Ethiopian history, detailing their stories of 
conversion and even recounted future ourou Georgios I of Makuria’s visit to 
Baghdad in 836 during the reign of his father in his chronicle, for example.25 
Indeed, authors writing in Syriac were often well informed in matters of geog-
raphy more generally.26 For instance, Ptolemy’s second-century Geography 
influenced the sixth-century Syriac chronicle of Zachariah, which was, in 
turn, utilised in part by Patriarch Michael and other contemporaries, such as 
Bar ʿEbrōyō.27 Specifically regarding Nubia, Bernard Hamilton has noted 
how it was perhaps uncoincidental that Latin Christian knowledge of 
Nubians further developed after Michael’s visit to Jerusalem in 1168 upon 
King Amalric’s (r. 1163–74) request.28 Certainly, Michael was very well con-
nected and remained well informed about a variety of contemporary matters 
from a range of noted and now lost sources.29 More generally, King Amalric 
was known as the first King of Jerusalem who actively sought works of 
knowledge using local sources.30 It is, therefore, probably no coincidence that 
his reign coincides with the flourishing advancement of knowledge regarding 
Nubia in the Latin Christian corpus. Amalric was certainly briefed about 
Nubia’s subordinate relationship to the Coptic patriarch no later than 1173, 
despite no evidence of a direct link between Amalric and Coptic informants, 
possibly illustrating Michael’s intellectual influence.31 Indeed, the importance 
of Eastern knowledge exchange has specifically been highlighted in a recent 
study by Jonathan Rubin regarding Latin Christian intellectual development 
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of different groups in Acre during the thirteenth century, though, regrettably, 
Nubians and Ethiopians are not subject to his specific inquiry.32

In addition to texts of  Eastern Christians, Arabic texts produced by 
Muslims undoubtedly informed Latin Christian writers, as highlighted by 
Robin Seignobos in his discussion of  Nubia’s relation with the Crusades.33 
The Arabic corpus is illustrative of  the problems of  tracing knowledge 
exchange beyond what can be directly evidenced. For instance, Raymond 
of Marseille noted the location of  Gana (Ghāna) at 15° 30’/10° 55’ (relative 
to Marseille), along with Sigilmessah (Sijilmasa) at 15° 0’/22° 0’ as early as 
1141, yet almost nothing else about contemporary West Africa is noted by 
any twelfth-century Latin Christian writer.34 Raymond became acquainted 
with these locations only through his translations of  Arabic works, which 
poses the question of  the scale of  the influence such increasing translation 
projects in Latin Europe could have provided in addition to the news and 
rumours circulating in the wider Holy Land. Many locations throughout 
Africa were likely known to Latin Christian translators and compilers of 
astrological tables many decades, if  not centuries, earlier despite their other-
wise absence in Latin Christian discourse. Adelard of  Bath (c. 1080–c. 1152) 
is the first known Latin European to produce a translation of  Arabic astro-
logical tables – the Zīj of  al-Khwārizmī (wr. 813–33) – in the early twelfth 
century, yet Adelard’s text has no mention of  Dongola, Alwa, Jarma (likely 
an Arabic understanding of  ʾAksum via the Gəʿəz toponym of Gərma 
(ግርማ)), Sijilmasa, or Ghāna, despite all featuring in al-Khwārizmī’s Kitāb 
sūrat al-arḍ alongside much other African material.35 It may have been the 
case that the copy of  al-Khwārizmī’s Zīj that Adelard used for his transla-
tion may not have featured much, if  any, information which was primarily 
contained in al- Khwārizmī’s Kitāb, yet Raymond’s notice of  Ghāna and 
Sijilmasa is suggestive that such Arabic knowledge of  Africa, particularly 
regarding certain toponyms, was potentially in circulation within Latin 
Europe during the twelfth century despite limited codification in formal-
ised Latin Christian translations. This is particularly important to reflect on 
considering that the earliest known contemporary Latin Christian reference 
to the capital of  Dotawo, Dongola (Ducala), only appeared in 1282 in the 
Composition of the World of  the Tuscan monk Ristoro d’Arezzo. There is no 
evidence that Ristoro interacted with any Nubian informants, and this is fur-
ther suggested by his use of  Ducala, which would appear to have been learnt 
through the Arabic toponym Dunqulā (دنقلا), rather than the Old Nubian 
form of Toungoul (ⲧⲟⲩⲅⲅⲟⲩⲗ) on which the Arabic toponym was based.36 
Translations of  Arabic works clearly provided Latin Christians with details 
about Nubia, Ethiopia, and even elsewhere in Africa, but this was not nec-
essarily reflected in Latin Christian original works immediately. It remains 
unclear whether this was due to a lack of  access to knowledge gained from 
such translations or whether the authors whose texts survive chose to remain 
ignorant, either actively or inadvertently, of  such new information.

The tracing of knowledge which appears to have been gathered from the 
copying of Arabic geographical tables is further problematised due to the fact 
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that most Latin Christian translations of Arabic geographical tables com-
monly closely conformed to the Toledan Tables, which were produced in the 
late twelfth century, regardless of the texts that they were translating.37 
Significantly, the Toledan Tables do not feature any Nubian or Ethiopian 
locations. However, as we can see from the tables produced by Raymond of 
Marseille and the case of Gana and Sigilmessah, knowledge of at least certain 
African locations did exist within this scholarly field even though we cannot 
quantify how many such locations were equally ignored by writers in their 
translations. As noted by José Chabás and Bernard Goldstein, medieval 
Latin Christian translators often ignored places unknown to them in their 
translations of Arabic works, which would account for the lack of surviving 
evidence for the extent of distant geographical knowledge in Latin Europe.38 
Additionally, authors merely had different priorities for what to include in 
their texts regardless of what they may or may not have known. One such 
illustrative example of this can be found in the mid-fifteenth-century anony-
mous Castilian translation of the twelfth-century Kitāb al-jarʿāfiya of  
al-Zuhrī, which, for unknown reasons, did not copy the sections on Africa at 
all, yet presumably had access to the sizeable African section in the text.39 
Similarly, Muslim writers were equally guilty of not necessarily codifying the 
full extent of their knowledge of communities. For instance, some glass beads 
dating to the second half  of the first millennium which have been found in 
modern Botswana have been shown to have originated from the Persian Gulf 
region, thus leading to the beads’ analysers James Denbow, Carla Klehm, 
and Laure Dussubieux to tentatively posit that a Muslim identification for 
the traders cannot be ruled out.40 Surviving Arabic sources note the Muslim 
interaction with the east coast of Africa from the tenth century, yet their 
locations, descriptions, and anecdotes remained largely coastal despite not-
ing the exchange of goods from the African interior.41 If  Muslims had indeed 
been trading far inland of Africa’s east coast, the conspicuous lack of knowl-
edge of the interior of southern African peoples in Muslim texts may further 
highlight the disparity between experiential and textual knowledge in com-
parative cultures. It is reasonable to assume that Latin Christian geographical 
knowledge was equally greater than what was codified as far as the surviving 
corpus indicates.

Arguably, the most indicative example of this dichotomy between available 
knowledge and the survival of recopied or codified original knowledge 
appeared in Norman Sicily during the reign of King Roger II (r. 1130–54). 
Non-Latin writers who were active in Roger’s court presented the king with 
diverse information regarding Africa, ranging from the ecclesiastical rela-
tionship between Nubia and Egypt to the geographies of known West and 
Central African peoples, urban centres, and kingdoms, such as Ghāna and 
Kānem, along with more obscure places.42 However, it has been argued, for 
example by David Abulafia, that the famous Book of Roger of  al-Idrīsī 
(d. 1166), which was presented to King Roger in the year of the king’s death, 
was otherwise very limited in its contemporary circulation.43 Yet, it is notable 
that Marino Sanudo’s crusade treatise (submitted to Pope John XXII in 
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1321) seemingly shows evidence of direct copying from an Arabic work, 
which may have been al-Idrīsī’s. For instance, the placement of Zinc (Arabic 
Zanj, the East African coast more broadly) and Zinziber (Zanzibar) on the 
East African coast could have been learnt through any knowledge networks 
or by lifting from an Arabic text, but Bedoni (Baḍūna, on the East African 
coast) and Neze (Najā, located at the southern end of the Nile) would appear 
to be directly influenced by Arabic geographies. Notably, the latter two topo-
nyms appear in al-Idrīsī’s work.44 Equally, Gaulolia, a location depicted in 
West Africa by Sanudo’s cartographer, Pietro Vesconte, would appear to have 
been copied from aūlil, or, as argued by Tadeusz Lewicki, Judāla, the former 
of which also appears in al-Idrīsī’s work in a similar location within West 
Africa.45 Therefore, earlier Latin Christian works reflecting knowledge of 
al-Idrīsī’s text may simply have been lost, rather than never existing. Latin 
Christian knowledge of Africa would appear to have been much more diverse 
than its primary fixation on Nubia and, to an initial lesser extent, Ethiopia. 
This early focus on north-east Africa cannot necessarily be said to have been 
the product of an absence of sources for knowledge of elsewhere in Africa, 
but, rather, reflects the dominant interest that interactions with Nubians and 
Ethiopians within the wider Holy Land inspired and provoked.

The Question of Christian Africans in the Holy Land

A discussion of the routes of knowledge transmission between Latin 
Christians, Nubians, and Ethiopians cannot ignore the role of Nubians and 
Ethiopians themselves. Yet, the question of the presence of Ethiopians in the 
Holy Land during the crusading period, which, as noted in the Introduction, 
has long been subject to study, with more recent work increasingly separating 
Nubians as a distinct population of their own, remains in scholarship. Most 
of such discussion is based almost exclusively on Latin Christian sources. 
Problematically, as highlighted by Camille Rouxpetel, amongst others, dis-
cussions of these groups have thus been hindered by the interchanging of the 
ethnonyms of ‘Ethiopian’, Ethiopian, Nubian, and ‘Indian’ even when texts 
were informed by experience.46 However, by using sources beyond the Latin 
Christian corpus and the approach to distinguish between Nubians and 
Ethiopians presented in this book, a more expansive picture appears. Whilst 
not every reference is clear, especially without additional context, there were 
distinct populations of permanent, semi-permanent, and non-permanent 
Nubians and Ethiopians throughout the Holy Land and Egypt. The scope of 
these populations should not be erased within any discussion of a framework 
of knowledge dissemination regarding Nubia and Ethiopia to the Latin 
Christians and what may be supposed for the reverse given the absence of 
comparative sources. Here we shall revue the current evidence for the loca-
tions and sizes of Nubian and Ethiopian populations within the Holy Land 
and Egypt, especially in places where they were known to reside alongside 
Latin Christians. Direct interactions between Latin Christians, Nubians, and 
Ethiopians had the potential to shape knowledge rather differently to how 
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other intermediaries may have disseminated it. Whilst little evidence survives 
to illuminate any specific examples of direct transmission of knowledge 
between these groups, establishing areas of interaction, both brief  and pro-
longed, provides another layer to the framework of avenues of knowledge 
dissemination in the Holy Land and Egypt which would otherwise be over-
looked. Most importantly, interactions can be presumed to have been much 
more common than is often assumed.

The significance of taking a more rounded approach to analysing the 
Nubian and Ethiopian presence, including their interactions with Latin 
Christians, using sources beyond those of the Latin Christians is particu-
larly evident if  we take 1170s Cairo as an example. For instance, Burchard of 
Strasbourg, who travelled to Egypt in c. 1175, wrote only of Nubia that it was 
a Christian kingdom 20 days south of Egypt. However, his contemporary 
Abū al-Makārim, who has been argued by Johannes den Heijer to have been 
writing between 1160 and 1187, noted that envoys of the Greeks (Rūm:روم), 
Franks (Faranj:فرنج), Ethiopians (Ḥabaša:حبشة), and Nubians (Nūba:نوبه) cus-
tomarily worshipped alongside each other at the fountain at al-Maṭariyya 
when received at the court in Cairo, a noticeably revealing detail that Burchard 
neglected but possibly, if  not likely, witnessed.47 Burchard’s omission should 
be understood as an authorial choice, rather than reflecting any ignorance, 
as he describes travelling to the shrine himself  but only notes that the shrine 
was venerated by the Muslims – though a subsequent statement in the pas-
sage reveals that there were various other places in Cairo which were vener-
ated by both unspecified Christians (Christianis) and Muslims (Sarracenis) 
alike. Similarly, despite no Latin Christian source noting either Nubians or 
Ethiopians in the Holy Land until the 1170s, the Jacobite patriarch Michael 
Rabo (r. 1166–99) insinuates in his text that Nubians (Kūšaye: ܟܘܫܝܐ) and 
Ethiopians (Ḥindaye: ܗܢܕܘܝܐ) were present in Syria, Palestine, Armenia, and 
Egypt in the late 1120s. After stating that the Greeks provoked the Syrians, 
Copts, and Armenians, Michael specifies that this provocation occurred in 
Syria, Palestine, Armenia, and Egypt, ending his statement by saying that 
the Greeks also provoked the Nubians and Ethiopians on occasion when 
possible. The text is unclear as to whether the Nubians and Ethiopians were 
present in all of these lands or if  they were localised in only one, or even 
multiple, region(s), such as just in Egypt.48 If  they were to be also associated 
with Syria and/or Palestine, this reference to the post-First Crusade presence 
of Nubians and Ethiopians in the Holy Land in the 1120s would predate 
any Latin Christian notice by almost five decades. The picture of an African 
presence in the Holy Land, whether Christian or Muslim – or, indeed, any 
other socio-religious group – is much more complex than is often portrayed, 
especially when only Latin Christian sources are overwhelmingly relied on.

Both Ethiopia and Nubia had a long history of connections with Jerusalem, 
whom they referred to as ‘heavenly Jerusalem’ (ʾIyärusalem sämayawit/
ኢየሩሳሌም፡ሰማያዊት and Jerousalēm ntpe/ϊⲉⲣⲟⲩⲥⲁⲗⲏⲙ ⲛⲧⲡⲉ, respectively), 
which, despite the fragmentary evidence for their respective sustained pres-
ence in the city during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, provides the first 
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focus of the following discussion. Although no contemporary Nubian mate-
rial or textual evidence survives in Jerusalem during the period of Latin 
occupation, Nubians (Nubiani) were first noted in Jerusalem by the German 
pilgrim Theodoric in 1172.49 Ethiopians, on the other hand, were only first 
explicitly mentioned in the city as Abastini in a Latin document of unknown 
late-thirteenth-century date whose given ethnonym leaves little doubt.50 
Enrico Cerulli included a reference to ‘Ethiopians’ (Aethiopum) in his study 
of the Ethiopian historical presence in Jerusalem by Sebastian Brandt in 
1219, but there is no reason to suppose that Brandt was not actually referring 
to Nubians, though, of course, both groups could have been grouped 
together.51 Supporting the later thirteenth-century dating of the first Latin 
Christian references to Ethiopians, Jabeni (a corruption of Ḥabaša) were also 
noted in 1283, though only in relation to the Holy Land more generally with 
their presence in Jerusalem only being implied.52 There is no doubt that an 
Ethiopian community resided in Jerusalem by 1290 as attested by a letter to 
the Ethiopian community in the city sent, along with gifts, by the Ethiopian 
ruler Yagbe’ä Sǝyon (r. 1285–94).53 Regrettably, known surviving Ethiopian 
material culture from Jerusalem does not predate the fourteenth century to 
offer further avenues of enquiry to substantiate earlier communities.54

The relatively late documentation of Ethiopians in Jerusalem during the 
Crusader period is most associated with their supposed receipt of churches 
by Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn following his capture of the city in 1187. Known sources 
for  this, however, only date to 1573 and 1844, respectively. Athanasios 
Papadopoulos-Kerameus’ 1844 account has been argued to be a forgery by 
Emery van Donzel, with Stefano Lusignano’s 1573 text equally being dis-
missed for its late dating.55 The lack of references to any African participa-
tion in specific ceremonies, such as the ceremony of the Feast of the Holy 
Fire in Jerusalem at Easter where Ethiopians are not listed as participants 
until 1481–3, is further illustrative of their supposed earlier absence during 
the Crusader period.56 Sergew Hable Sellassie argued for an absence of an 
Ethiopian presence in the twelfth-century Holy Land based on the text of the 
gadl of  the twelfth-century Ethiopian ḥaḍe Yemreḥanna Krestos.57 The text 
relates how death threats were made to the Ethiopian monks in Jerusalem by 
other Christian monks who became jealous as only the lamps of the 
Ethiopians were said to be able to be lit at Easter, which led to the Coptic 
patriarch – who is named as Kyril, or Athanasius in some cases, but this 
chronologically could not have been the case – forbidding Ethiopian pilgrims 
travelling to Jerusalem for three years in order to maintain peace.58 However, 
when exactly this referred to is difficult to ascertain, not least as the only 
Coptic patriarchs named Kyril in this period were Kyril II (r. 1078–92) and 
Kyril III ibn Laqlaq (r. 1235–43), whilst the only Athanasius was Athanasius 
III (r. 1250–61), which would not correlate with other details commonly 
attributed to Yemreḥanna Krestos, such as ruling before his cousin Lalibäla 
(r. c. before 1204–after 1225). The earliest manuscripts of the gadl only date 
from the late-fifteenth century and should be contextualised within their 
Solomonic environment of production which sought to offer an account of 
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the sainthood of the nǝguś.59 Indeed, as Marie-Laure Derat has highlighted, 
other fifteenth-century texts place importance on the narrative of the 
Ethiopian lamps in Jerusalem which may suggest that the conflict was created 
by the producer of the gadl to relate to a later wider trope rather than an 
historical event.60 There is no evidence that the absence of Ethiopians in 
Jerusalem was prolonged, and the banning of pilgrims, if  anything, only sug-
gests an active Ethiopian presence in the city prior to the few years that the 
gadl is meant to refer to.

In addition to the lack of contemporary African texts on the matter, for 
the majority of the twelfth century, Latin Christian texts appear to have been 
much more focused on the buildings of the Holy Land and how to navigate 
between them, rather than their occupants. Little is documented about the 
geography of exchanges between Latin Christians and either Nubians or 
Ethiopians in the twelfth century. The absence of Ethiopians, and to a lesser 
extent Nubians, in texts is reflective of a wider issue of textual production, 
especially in a Latin Christian context, rather than as a direct result of their 
universal non-existence. For instance, beyond the major centres of the Holy 
Land – such as Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Nazareth – Ethiopians are docu-
mented at the Monastery of Mar Musa in Syria and on Mount Lebanon, 
though these references date only from the fifteenth century.61 Their appear-
ance at Mar Musa appears linked to the expulsion of Ethiopian monks in 
Lebanon by the Maronites in 1488, but the scale of their prior presence, if  
any, is unknown.62 Given the need to travel to and from sites and in light of 
references such as those of Patriarch Michael Rabo, a sizeable Nubian and 
Ethiopian population remained undocumented outside of specific sites of 
interest. Attempts at reconstructing their populations in the earlier centuries, 
especially elsewhere in the Holy Land, will remain hindered.

Nevertheless, fragmentary evidence attests to both Nubians and Ethiopians 
in the Holy Land centuries prior to the Crusades, further questioning the 
validity of any such debates on their respective earlier presence. For instance, 
not long after the conversion of ʾAksum, ‘Ethiopians’ were witnessed in 
Jerusalem according to a letter from Paula and Eustochium to Marcella in 
386, and St. Jerome, in a letter written in 403, though these ‘Ethiopians’ could 
just as likely have been Nubians from the region of Aswan who had received 
Christianity long before the official mid-six-century arrival of Byzantine mis-
sionaries.63 Equally, the otherwise unknown sixth-century Piacenza Pilgrim 
describes seeing men from Aethiopiae in Jerusalem and Elusa who were said 
to have had their ‘nostrils split, ears cut, boots on their feet, and rings on 
their toes’ by orders of Emperor Trajan, which would seemingly suggest their 
identification as Nubians from Nobadia bordering the then Byzantine 
Empire in Egypt.64 Similarly, in the eighth century, St. Willibald was said to 
have met two ‘Ethiopians’ (Ethiops) on his pilgrimage to the Holy Land.65 In 
support of the textual evidence, whilst early Nubian evidence is currently 
lacking, there is suggestive numismatic evidence for an ʾ Aksumite presence in 
Jerusalem, particularly in the mid-first millennium CE.66 ʾAksum also 
appeared to have designed multiple churches based on those of the Holy 
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Land, notably the Holy Sepulchre, which would have required artisans with 
experience of the Holy Land to build them.67 There is also some evidence to 
suggest that a major disruption to pilgrimage routes did not occur following 
the fall of ʾAksum. One eleventh- or early twelfth-century inscription found 
in the Wādī al-Naṭrūn, located between Alexandria and Cairo, for example, 
insinuates the journey of 11 Ethiopian pilgrims to Jerusalem who left the 
inscription during a layover following the death of two companions.68 
Jerusalem is not mentioned by name, but the pilgrims may have ultimately 
desired to travel to Jerusalem after a number of other sites in Egypt. In the 
Nubian context, archaeological evidence from Lower Nubia at the monas-
tery of Apa Dioscorus suggests an expansion of pilgrimage activity travelling 
north from the eleventh century as greater kitchen and accommodation space 
was built to accommodate passing visitors.69 Both Ethiopian and Nubian 
pilgrimage activity was certainly active upon the onset of the Crusades.

The recording of Nubians and Ethiopians in the Holy Land by the Latin 
Christians largely owes itself  to a significant development in pilgrimage. 
Towards the end of the twelfth century, Latin Christian itineraries began to 
shift their focus from mapping limited specific locations to documenting 
more inquisitive elements of their journeys.70 This was especially the case 
following the loss of Jerusalem in 1187 when alternative routes had to be 
devised to best ensure safety and access across Holy Land sites. Nevertheless, 
uninterest by an author should not necessarily be mistaken for a physical 
absence. Indeed, Anton Schall has posited an Ethiopian connection in rela-
tion to the production of a twelfth-century liturgical drama from Rouen 
which he suggested transliterated some Gəʿəz words, which, Schall argued, 
could possibly also attest to an earlier Ethiopian presence in Jerusalem who 
were able to act as mediators between Europe and Ethiopia despite the oth-
erwise limited evidence for a twelfth-century presence. What the text is meant 
to precisely portray is difficult to ascertain, but Schall argued that the line Ase 
ai ase elo allo abadac was influenced by the Gəʿəz words aṣe (lord), ʾallä (he 
is), and ʾabbä (father), which, when taken together, was likely meant to con-
vey something akin to ‘Lord, Lord, he is the Father’ by the character within 
the drama.71 The character is not identified as an Ethiopian in the text, and 
there is no other evidence to support Schall’s hypothesis, but it certainly is an 
interesting observation. Regrettably, few other sources aid our understanding 
of these otherwise ‘silent’ twelfth-century African populations in the Holy 
Land in addition to the aforementioned statement by the Jacobite patriarch 
Michael Rabo prior to the beginning of Latin Christian documentation from 
the 1170s.

Dating the presence of both Ethiopians and Nubians in Jerusalem during 
the Crusader period is important for establishing their potential role in 
knowledge networks. Monastic communities, for instance, were not isolated 
from their homelands or even necessarily from each other. Ethiopia was in 
communication with communities in both Jerusalem and Egypt, although 
surviving evidence is too fragmentary to aid in questions of scale and regu-
larity.72 Similarly, the Ethiopian community in Jerusalem gifted a manuscript 
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copy of the Acts of Saints and Martyrs in 1379 to the Ethiopian community 
in Dayr al-Muharraq, Egypt, for example, reflecting the connectivity between 
Ethiopian communities beyond Ethiopia.73 Regrettably, no earlier evidence 
for similar interconnectivity is known. Moreover, evidence within Ethiopia is 
suggestive of at least a cultural importance of places in the Holy Land which 
would suggest some interest to undertake pilgrimage to these locations. For 
instance, the rock-hewn churches in Lalibäla, which is also known as Roḥa 
and Wärwär, derive their toponym of Roḥa from Edessa (Arabic: al-Ruhā). 
The rock-hewn complex is traditionally dated to the twelfth century – though 
some churches have evidence of earlier phases of construction – and can be 
interpreted as symbolising numerous pilgrimage sites that Ethiopians would 
have most likely seen on their visits to Jerusalem. According to the gaḍl of  the 
complex’s supposed creator ḥaḍe Lalibäla, it was designed to create a New 
Jerusalem in Ethiopia and to emulate the holy city.74 As Marie-Laure Derat 
has pointed out, Ethiopian evidence for the site’s emulation of specific 
Jerusalemite sites only dates to the fifteenth century, so this narrative attribu-
tion may be of a later date, possibly only from at least the earliest surviving 
fourteenth-century incarnations of the Gädl Lalibäla which created the site’s 
mythology.75 Whatever the reason for Roḥa’s establishment narrative, its 
emulation of Holy Land sites created a centre for surrogate pilgrimage simi-
lar to many other contemporary examples throughout the Christian world.76 
In addition to the other evidence, the very existence of the churches at Roḥa 
would suggest a prior relatively widespread interest in travelling to Jerusalem 
for any desire to create a New Jerusalem to fruit.

The problem of dating the Nubian presence in Jerusalem has its own issues. 
For example, despite Theodoric’s first reference to Nubians in the city in 
1172, according to Ludolph of Sudheim in the mid-fourteenth century, ‘In 
my time the Nubiani did not have a place of their own, but the Sultan had a 
chapel specially built for them’, which suggests that a permanent Nubian 
presence should be attributed to a later date.77 This would seemingly be a 
secondary outcome of the donation of parts of the Holy Sepulchre to the 
Franciscans by the Mamlūk sultan, al-Malik an-Nāṣir (r. 1293–1341), in 
1333, though Sabino de Sandoli has suggested that a donation to the Nubians 
was always an intention of this exchange.78 Whatever the case, Jacopo da 
Verona stated during his pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1335 that the Nubian 
chapel on Mount Calvary was ‘often visited’ (illam capellam sepe visitavi) by 
Nubiani.79 It may not be inconsequential that fourteenth-century Latin 
Christian references to Nubians at Calvary increasingly appear after the 
1330s.80 Reflective of this may be an anonymous account of the Holy Land 
(wr. c. 1350), which was an expansion of an earlier account by Philippus 
Brusserius Savonensis (fl. c. 1290). It actively included this information of 
Nubians worshipping at Calvary despite Philippus not mentioning anything 
on the matter, possibly to address an increased Nubian presence following 
the donation of the chapel.81 It may simply be that Nubians previously 
resided elsewhere in the city in locations that did not have a similar shared 
importance with the Latin Christians and were deemed comparatively 
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unnoteworthy. None of the earlier references to Nubians in the city attach 
them to a specific location beyond the more general attestation to their pres-
ence at the Holy Sepulchre. For example, in a legend on the Ebstorf mappa-
mundi (thirteenth century), it related that Nubians made frequent visits to the 
Holy Sepulchre with a lot of wealth for offerings.82 Other Latin Christian 
commentators during the thirteenth century commonly only note their gen-
eral presence in the city, building on the observation by Theodoric in 1172. In 
addition to the sources already cited, notable observations were also made by 
Alberic of Trois-Fontaines (fl. c. 1241), who described Nubiani as one of the 
eight Christian orders of Jerusalem in 1234, and by Burchard of Mount Sion 
(fl. c. 1283), who said that he observed an innumerable number of Nubi in the 
Holy Land during his travels.83 By no means have all the known Latin 
Christian references to Nubians and Ethiopians in the Holy Land been noted 
here, but none provide any further information than what has already been 
presented. In all, a picture emerges of a significant Nubian and Ethiopian 
presence in the Holy Land, especially in Jerusalem, alongside Latin Christians 
between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries.

Before moving on to discuss what can be said of Nubians and Ethiopians 
in the role of  facilitators of  knowledge, a discussion of their presence in 
the Holy Land needs to also address Egypt. In comparison to Jerusalem, 
or the Holy Land more generally, the Nubian and Ethiopian presence in 
Egypt is equally inconsistent according to the textual record, at least until 
the fourteenth century. Nevertheless, similar to the Holy Land, Egypt can be 
shown to have been a centre of  interactions between Nubians, Ethiopians, 
and Latin Christians which would inspire and facilitate knowledge exchange. 
Despite the regular exchanges between the Crusader States and Alexandria, 
neither Nubians nor Ethiopians are commonly described there during the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries.84 Sporadic notices would attest to their pro-
longed presence in the city, however. For example, Benjamin of Tudela men-
tions Ethiopians (people from Kūš (חבש) who he associates with Ethiopia 
proper, Ḥabaš (חבשה), elsewhere in his text) in the city in the second half  of 
the twelfth century; merchants from the two ‘Ethiopias’ (Ethiopes) trading 
in goods from ʿAidhāb in Alexandria are noted in the thirteenth-century 
French continuation of  William of Tyre; Abassijnen were observed in the 
fifteenth century by Joos van Ghistele – not to mention the fact that the 
1402 Ethiopian embassy to Venice travelled from Alexandria.85 Additionally, 
internal Nubian evidence would allude to Alexandria possibly having been 
an important pilgrimage centre for Nubians given the importance of the 
Miracle of St Mina, which was centred in Alexandria, in Nubian cul-
ture, though current evidence restricts this to only being a suggestion.86 
Moreover, both Nubian and Ethiopian monks had a permanent presence in 
the Wādī al-Naṭrūn, located in the middle of  the route between Cairo and 
Alexandria, who likely were able to act as facilitators of  any pilgrimage route 
to Alexandria and beyond as other monasteries did in other Nubian and 
Ethiopian pilgrimage networks.87 The movement of the Coptic See to Cairo 
in the eleventh century to aid in the reception of the numerous Nubian and 
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Ethiopian messengers detailed in the History of the Patriarchs, would attest 
to relatively common diasporas arriving in the city, if  not also beyond to 
Alexandria on occasion.88

Elsewhere, other notable centres of exchange likely had much larger 
Nubian and Ethiopian communities than the textual references would sug-
gest, such as in Cairo. Whilst the description by Abū al-Makārim of Nubians 
and Ethiopians in twelfth-century Cairo attests to their presence, Latin 
Christians remained relatively slow to record either Nubian or Ethiopian 
communities in either the city or its outskirts in a Christian context, either at 
a church or a shrine, until the fourteenth century.89 Although, Oliver of 
Paderborn did make specific note of witnessing ‘Ethiopian’ traders in Cairo 
in the early thirteenth century.90 The scale of merchant diasporas should not 
be overlooked when viewed alongside the presence of pilgrims and envoys. In 
the case of Dotawo, for instance, Giovanni Ruffini has highlighted how the 
Nubian evidence from Qasr Ibrim regarding economic exchanges, which pri-
marily dates to the late twelfth century, appears to closely correlate, seem-
ingly uncoincidentally, with Egyptian values.91 Such evidence is suggestive 
that Nubian mercantile diasporas were regularly present in Egypt, and it 
cannot be discounted that many operated beyond the border region around 
Aswan too. Whilst the scale of Nubian or Ethiopian interaction with Latin 
Christians in Egypt cannot be detailed with any great specificity until the 
fourteenth century, it should not be overlooked.

Nubians and Ethiopians as Facilitators of Latin Christian Knowledge 
Development

By no means has all the evidence for Nubian and Ethiopian presences in the 
Holy Land and Egypt been presented here, particularly in locations with no 
known documented, or presumed, interactions with Latin Christians. For 
example, possibly contemporary Old Nubian texts have been found at Edfu 
and Qena in Upper Egypt, but nothing can be said about either the size of 
any Nubian populations and if  any Latin Christian would have witnessed or 
engaged with them.92 Other sources, such as the twelfth-century Old Nubian 
inscription concerning ourou Georgios IV from the Wādī al-Naṭrūn, still 
pose questions of provenance and material portability. It is unclear if  the 
white marble tray which carries the inscription had relocated to the Lady 
Mary Church associated with the Syrian monastery in the valley once the 
‘Abyssinian’ monks’ own desert residence had deteriorated too much by the 
first half  of the nineteenth century.93 Given the fall of Dotawo in the six-
teenth century and that the ‘Abyssinians’ in question were truly Ethiopians, it 
is unclear why Ethiopian monks would have housed the marble tray, if, 
indeed, the tray was not already at the church before they had relocated to it. 
Nevertheless, the potential scope and scale of interactions are clear, espe-
cially involving Nubians and Latin Christians. It would appear uncoinciden-
tal that Latin Christians developed their earlier interest in Nubia during the 
twelfth century, rather than Ethiopia, given the geographical proximity of 
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Dotawo to the areas of the Red Sea trade that the Latin Christians were party 
to and the resulting interactions in comparison to the much more southerly, 
and seemingly more distant, Bǝgwǝna.94

It cannot be denied that the current evidence for a pre-fourteenth-century 
Nubian and Ethiopian presence in the Holy Land and throughout the 
Mediterranean is very fragmentary for certain groups beyond those who may 
be identified as traders or pilgrims. In the case of enslaved and manumitted 
Nubians or Ethiopians, for example, there is little evidence of such slavery 
being conducted in the Crusader States, though this was not the case in the 
wider Mediterranean. Few sources, however, clearly attest to the origin of 
slaves to shed light on alternative Nubian and Ethiopian diasporas of those 
enslaved and manumitted – a notable exception is Mubāraka of Nūba who 
was sold in Alexandria to some Venetians in 1419 and is known from an 
Arabic document – with most Latin Christian sources describing enslaved 
Africans generically as ‘Ethiopians’, negri, or ‘moors’.95 Yet, these communi-
ties should not be forgotten and could equally have integrated into society if  
they were manumitted. One illustrative example, albeit from the early 
Portuguese raids of West Africa in the mid-fifteenth century, is of a former 
unnamed West African captive who became a Franciscan near Sagres in 
Portugal after being freed.96 The roles of slaves and the manumitted diaspora 
should not be overlooked even though the available evidence offers little on 
their potential activities in knowledge dissemination during this period.97

Furthermore, very little scholarship has been conducted on inter-Christian 
conversions and their role in knowledge transmission. In one instance, whilst 
the rhetoric largely outweighs the historical accuracy of the statement, 
Alberic of Trois-Fontaines noted how some Nubiani, along with a few other 
Eastern groups, had converted in 1205 on account of witnessing a miracle 
prior to communion conducted by a certain Jonas, patriarch of Susa.98 No 
other source contains this conversion story and it is likely that the description 
should primarily be viewed as rhetoric attesting to the importance of the 
preaching of the 1230s and 1240s during the time when Alberic was writing. 
Yet, the passage highlights the possibility that some Eastern Christians, 
including Nubians, could have converted to Latin Christianity, which may be 
expected amongst interacting societies. Indeed, the same should be noted 
regarding the possible reverse scenario. One example regarding Catholic 
‘Ethiopians’ in Latin Europe appears in the Annals of  Colmar (wr. ended 
1305), a town in north-eastern France, which makes a passing suggestive ref-
erence of the participation of ‘Ethiopians’ (Ethiopem) wearing white in a 
mass led by Henry Bishop of Basel in the Franciscan church of Colmar in 
1282.99 There is no reason to necessarily assume that this was a rhetorical 
device of some sort by the author of the annal and was actually a factual 
observation, even if  a secure identification of the ‘Ethiopians’ may be tenu-
ous. A similar scenario could readily have occurred in the Holy Land. 
Certainly, there is ample documented and artistic evidence which attests to 
the presence of Africans throughout Europe, even if  we are often unable to 
identify them explicitly as Nubians or Ethiopians.100 Presumably many of 
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these were Nubians and Ethiopians, however. Nubians and Ethiopians in 
Latin Christian society would have been further potential vessels for knowl-
edge regarding their homeland in both the Holy Land and in Latin Europe.

For our purposes, we also cannot discount the role of Africans as elite 
members of the society of the Crusader States and, thus, their ability to dis-
seminate knowledge. For example, an otherwise unknown Guido of Nubie is 
listed as a witness to three separate letters in 1226.101 Who was he? It is possi-
ble that he was from the small fief of Nubia which was documented to be in 
the County of Tripoli in a letter dated 1163.102 Yet, whilst little else is known 
about the fief, it appears likely that it would have no longer been under Latin 
Christian control after 1187. Moreover, the lack of other references to this 
fief would suggest that it had little importance, perhaps making it unlikely to 
have been designated as a patronym for Guido if  the fief had been lost prior 
to 1187 – almost four decades before his role as a witness. Alternatively, 
Guido may have come from Bait Nuba, located between Jaffa and Jerusalem, 
though there is no other recorded instance of this place being referred to as 
Nubie.103 Given the uncertainty of the location, should it be so readily dis-
missed that Guido may have been a converted Nubian on account of his, 
possibly adopted, Italianised name and his attributed, possibly African, ori-
gin? Guido is the only known example of someone from a place called ‘Nubia’ 
in Crusader society, though his case would not have been unique. There are 
multiple instances of people with the name Saraceni, Mauri, or Nigri – which 
could indicate appearance, origin of birth (either meaning of dark skin or 
from a place such as the Black Mountains), or their or a previous ancestors’ 
occupation (such as a black textile dyer) – emphasising that the Latin 
Christian community was not racially homogenous by any means. Specifically 
for inhabitants with the surname of ‘Black’ (Niger), there are five or six peo-
ple who are either the content of deeds or witnesses to deeds throughout the 
twelfth century in the Kingdom of Jerusalem.104 Whilst we cannot know for 
sure whether any of these were of African origin, the existence of such peo-
ple, and their potential role in knowledge dissemination regarding regions of 
Africa, should not be dismissed out of hand.

Elsewhere throughout the wider Mediterranean, Nubians were explicitly 
observed in or were said to have been present in Constantinople, Cyprus, and 
near Santiago de Compostela in Spain, between the twelfth and fourteenth 
centuries, thus highlighting the Mediterranean nature of Nubian society.105 
The witnessing of the small Nubian entourage in Constantinople in 1203 by 
the Fourth Crusaders, which was led by a figure introduced as the ‘king of 
Nubia’(li rois de Nubie) to the Latins by the Byzantine emperor who was on 
his way to his desired destinations of Rome and Santiago de Compostela, as 
recorded by Robert of Clari, is further exemplary of the potential geograph-
ical scope of otherwise undocumented interactions. Whilst only one addi-
tional member of the Nubian group had reached Constantinople with the 
‘king’, the original number who had set off  from Nubia was said to have been 
60 and highlights the difficulty in reconstructing the potential scope of inter-
actions in locations and on journeys towards destinations.106 If  the 
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identification of the Nubian figure as a ‘king’ is to be believed, it would 
appear to have been a retired ourou Moüses Georgios; although surviving 
Nubian sources are so far quiet on whether Moüses Gorgios did indeed retire 
or was even exiled.107 The ourou during the time of the delegation was Basil, 
who appears in the Nubian record from 1198, providing that there was not a 
subsequent otherwise unknown change in ruler. Since Benjamin Hendrickx’s 
identification in 1985 that the ‘king’ was the Ethiopian ḥaḍe Lalibäla, this 
identification has continued to be repeated, often without further critique.108 
However, this identification would appear to make little sense as Lalibäla is 
known to have reigned at least until 1225, whereas the identification of 
Moüses Georgios aligns with the Nubian contextual evidence. Why exactly 
the delegation travelled to Constantinople is unknown. Motives could range 
from being an actual journey of pilgrimage to seeking aid following likely 
devastation caused in Lower Nubia by consecutive years of a failed low Nile 
flood, famine, and disease between 1200 and 1202, which was compounded 
by possible damage caused by a destructive regional earthquake which struck 
in 1202, based on how these events affected neighbouring Upper Egypt.109 
These events are not recorded in any known surviving Old Nubian documen-
tation and current archaeology has not yet addressed these possible environ-
mental effects on Nubia, but they cannot be discounted as possible causes for 
sending a delegation to Constantinople, whether as a primary or secondary 
concern, by Dotawo, if, indeed, it was an official delegation. Delegations to 
Constantinople may not have been uncommon either. According to 
Eustathios, the twelfth-century Archbishop of Thessaloniki, he observed 
‘Ethiopians’ at the court of Emperor Manuel I in 1173/4 amongst other for-
eign peoples.110 Whilst Eustathios may well have been using rhetoric to 
over-represent the worldly influence of the emperor, the statement should 
also not be dismissed out of hand given the fragmentary nature of sources 
concerning Nubian diplomacy beyond Egypt throughout this period. 
Importantly, any travelling delegations would have had to travel either 
through the Holy Land or across the Mediterranean, further displaying oth-
erwise silent possibilities for arenas of interaction.

Ethiopians, too, were present in Cyprus, Armenia, and, possibly, Rome 
prior to 1400, indicated by both Ethiopian and Latin Christian texts and 
material evidence.111 The first established religious Ethiopian presence in 
Rome is traditionally associated with the donation of the Church of Santo 
Stefano to the Ethiopian community by Pope Sixtus IV (r. 1471–84). However, 
according to Francesco Maria Torrigio in 1635, the learned canon and 
scholar active at the Vatican, Pope Alexander III was said to have first housed 
Ethiopi (Ethiopians) at Santo Stefano in the sixth year of his pontificate, 
1165–6, though this may be an attempt at providing an origin to the later 
donation by Sixtus.112 No other sources corroborate Torrigio’s account. That 
said, it is noteworthy that the same Pope Alexander III had sent a letter to the 
otherwise unknown ‘King of the Indies’ in 1177 who had previously asked 
permission to build a church in Rome. Attributing authorship to the letter is 
contentious, but along with Torrigio’s text, an earlier Christian African 
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presence in Rome, though possibly brief  given its silence in the sources, may 
need to be readdressed.113 No Ethiopian evidence sheds light on the matter, 
but the evidence currently points to an elaborate fabrication by later writers 
to provide a narrative of much earlier relations with the Ethiopians during 
the later years of diplomacy; though the Latin Christians had, in fact, been 
expelled from Ethiopia in 1633 prior to Torrigio’s writing.

No matter which groups may or may not be particularly well-evidenced, 
the questions such communities pose aid to interrogate the established narra-
tives and the intimate interactions that knowledge networks had the potential 
to create. For example, how did people communicate? Was there a lingua 
franca or were there alternative methods of communication? If  there was 
such a language, the most likely candidate would have been Arabic. Arabic is 
well attested in Nubia and Ethiopia and was widely known in the Crusader 
States and had the additional benefit of its use during travel in Egypt and the 
Red Sea.114 In the case of Nubia, there is limited evidence for Latin Christian 
knowledge of Coptic, which also may have facilitated interactions in some 
arenas.115 Indeed, the Latin Christians were very aware that the ability to be 
multilingual was a necessity to operate successfully in the East.116 Comparative 
limited evidence for linguistic knowledge in Nubia is also available. One Old 
Nubian document from Qasr Ibrim, which possibly dates to as early as the 
late twelfth century, first brought to light by Giovanni Ruffini, also seemingly 
reflects otherwise largely unnoted interaction. The text in question appears to 
be a plea to the saints Maria and Simeon. However, it is the use of santa in 
reference to saints Maria and Simeon (ⲥⲁⲛⲧⲁ ⲙⲁⲣⲓⲁ and ⲥⲁⲛⲧⲁ ⲥⲓⲙⲉⲟⲩⲟⲛ), 
rather than the expected Old Nubian words for ‘saint’, which would be either 
agios (ⲁⲅⲓⲟⲥ) or ngiss (ⳟⲓⲥⲥ), which is significant.117 Despite being the only 
known example of this kind, the use of the Italianised santa in reference to 
the saints would suggest prolonged interactions by the author with Italians, 
whether in Egypt or in Qasr Ibrim itself.118 Whilst we may not be able to 
speak of a blanket scenario for language exchange, it is without doubt that 
individuals were always capable of maintaining more intimate modes of 
communication with personalised linguistic knowledge beyond the surviving 
source corpus.

From the Nubian and Ethiopian points of view, there were also alterna-
tives to Arabic for conducting communication. For instance, the Nubian 
knowledge of Syriac and the implied knowledge of Armenian in Nubia, or 
of Nubian languages by Armenians, by Het ̕um of Corycus to facilitate 
communication, noted earlier, should not be overlooked for their potential 
scope in communication, notably in more northerly Holy Land cities pertain-
ing to otherwise undocumented interactions, such as in Antioch. Similarly, 
the appearance of santa in the Old Nubian document cannot be dismissed as 
evidencing some outlets of Nubian knowledge of Italian, notably within 
Egypt. Regrettably, there is little comparative indicative evidence, no matter 
how slight, for the Ethiopian picture, though the Rouen manuscript analysed 
by Anton Schall possibly reflects at least one example of intimate linguistic 
interaction between a Latin and Gəʿəz speaker in the twelfth century. 
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That said, there are alternative methods of communication other than verbal 
language. For example, signs and gestures are a universal technique and 
played vital roles elsewhere, such as in the early encounters of Latin Christians 
in West Africa and the Americas.119 Moreover, in the Latin European case, 
sign language was known to have developed its own specific lexicons, which, 
if  we can transplant this into a context involving Nubians or Ethiopians, a 
visual lexicon may have been shared between communities in the Crusader 
States, including by Nubians and Ethiopians, associated with pilgrimage 
routes.120 Equally, the existence of phrase books cannot be discounted.

One early fifteenth-century text reflects how valuable such a guide could 
be. An anonymous itinerary, dated to c. 1410, showcases demonstrable 
Venetian knowledge of the Ethiopian languages of Gəʿəz and Amharic, as 
well as Arabic.121 It is not intended here to offer a full dissection of the text 
but to offer some examples found within it to highlight its importance for 
evidencing the knowledge of language by Latin Christians to communicate 
with Ethiopians. The itinerary provides practical transliterated words and 
phrases with translations in Latin which would commonly be used by a trav-
eller; in this case, one going to Ethiopia. Travellers are provided with the 
means to communicate when in need of essentials. For instance, ‘money’ 
(Argentum) is given as brur, closely resembling birr, the Gəʿəz and Amharic 
word for silver. Vaca (‘water’), appears to have been understood by the guide’s 
author by its Amharic form, waha (‘water’), rather than its Gəʿəz or Arabic 
form may/māʾ, signalling a yet more intimate means of language acquisition 
by the author as Gəʿəz remained the primary textual language of Ethiopia 
at that time. Other words, such as asa (‘fish’) and sact (‘fire’) are practically 
identical to the Gəʿəz or Amharic equivalent, ʿaśa and ʾǝsāt (Gəʿəz)/isati 
(Amharic), respectively. It is impossible to tell if  the author of the guide had 
only learnt the required knowledge for the guide during a relatively recent 
and increased period of exchange between Ethiopians and Latin Christians 
from 1402 or if  the text can be said to have been somewhat indicative of 
interactions elsewhere in previous decades. Nevertheless, the content of the 
text would be expected to have been representative of base lexicons which 
may have been used by interacting Nubians, Ethiopians, and Latin Christians, 
whether in Jerusalem, Alexandria, Cairo, or elsewhere.

The role of interpreters cannot be understated either despite direct early 
evidence being sparse, specifically in relation to interactions with Christian 
Africans. For instance, the potential role of former Latin Christians in com-
munication may be gleaned by the interaction of Symon Semeonis with two 
Italian dragomen in Egypt in the early fourteenth century who were Jacobites – 
importantly, these Jacobites would likely have interacted with other Jacobites, 
including Nubians and Ethiopians via a shared knowledge of Arabic.122 
Elsewhere, the interpreter who accompanied Niccolò da Poggibonsi in Egypt 
in the mid-fourteenth century was able to distinguish the language of one 
group of people in a set of trees as the lingua etiopica as he did not under-
stand it, though he did single it out as he did know that it was not Arabic or 
Hebrew.123 Equally, presumably some interpreters would have known African 
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languages, as they would have been either Nubian or Ethiopian themselves. 
Regrettably, the systematic learning of either Old Nubian or Gəʿəz by Latin 
Christians can only be suggested. The sixteenth century is most commonly 
associated with the period of great Latin Christian learning of Eastern lan-
guages. Yet, it should not be forgotten that although direct evidence is lim-
ited, in addition to the early fifteenth-century Latin-Gəʿəz travel guide, it 
would also be likely that the missionary activity of the thirteenth century 
would have called for the learning of Nubian and Ethiopian languages. For 
example, the 1236 General Chapter of the Dominicans explicitly decreed that 
friars must learn the local language of their preaching area.124 As will be 
discussed in Chapter 5, the dismissal of the actual engagements of such activ-
ity which largely prevails in current scholarship may not necessarily be war-
ranted. Unfortunately, the earliest surviving Latin Christian documentation 
of the Ethiopian and Nubian alphabets only dates to the end of the fifteenth 
century.125 Comparatively, based on current evidence, nothing more can be 
said either regarding Nubian or Ethiopian knowledge of Latin or other 
Western European languages prior to the fifteenth century.

In addition to the question of communication, another question is impor-
tant: how did people gain access to accommodation and provisions whilst 
travelling? The case of the remnants of the Nubian entourage who were pres-
ent in Constantinople in 1203 is particularly illustrative for thinking about 
these questions. Sixty Nubians, along with the ‘king’, were said to have orig-
inally left Nubia, with only ten surviving the journey to Jerusalem and only 
the ‘king’ and one other making it to Constantinople.126 Why the number 
dwindled is uncertain, and it may be possible that the whole group never had 
the intention of reaching Constantinople together. It does not necessarily 
follow that the majority of the losses in number were the result of disease or 
banditry. In any case, the group would have needed provisions for their jour-
ney and access to accommodation. Two scenarios would appear to have been 
the most likely. Either the group took all provisions, including food and forms 
of finance, with them or they were able to access the aid of either hostels or 
the wider Mediterranean Latin Christian banking system. It would appear 
unlikely that they hauled all the necessities with them, as would be normal 
practice for pilgrims, especially if  such a baggage train may have been depend-
ent on the group’s number. With such a depletion of numbers, potentially 
vital things were at risk of having to have been left behind. Regrettably, the 
lack of current evidence can only be filled with suggestions. No Nubian coin-
age has ever been found, so their finance would seemingly have been either in 
goods for barter, highlighting the importance of a maintained baggage train, 
or, possibly, the use of Egyptian or Crusader coinage. Nubian monasteries 
and pilgrimage sites were known for providing hospitality to visitors, but 
then this comes back to the question of the dating of a permanent Nubian 
presence in Jerusalem and in other sites on the way to Constantinople. Sites 
in Nubia and Egypt are attested for this role, but if  the Nubian presence was 
only made permanent in Jerusalem in the 1330s, at least at the Holy Sepulchre, 
who would they have stayed with in such situations, particularly north of 
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Jerusalem where comparative evidence is scant?127 There remains the possi-
bility of ‘private’ providers if, for such illustrative purposes, we can suggest 
that figures, such as Adam Niger who sold land to the Hospitallers in 
Jerusalem in 1163, and those like him, may have been Nubian and operated 
hostels on their land to provide provisions and hospitality to the pilgrimage 
trade.128 That is also not to say that Nubians would only have stayed with 
fellow Nubians either.

Notably, very little direct evidence illuminates specific Nubian churches or 
monasteries in locations between Jerusalem and Constantinople to support a 
Nubian pilgrimage network which operated solely in isolation from other 
groups, presuming that the Nubians took a land route – of course, the sea 
route via Cyprus could equally have been the likely route. Similarly, such 
questions equally apply to Ethiopians, though later evidence would suggest 
an integrated provision network. For example, the role of the mäggabi in 
some Ethiopian monasteries, such as in Jerusalem, Qusqam, and in the Wādī 
al-Naṭrūn acted as a ‘provisioner’ for visitors, whilst the 1379 donation of 
the community in Jerusalem to those at Dayr al-Muharraq attests to a possi-
ble network of sites that could facilitate the safe journeys of Ethiopian pil-
grims.129 Despite the lack of evidence, presumably, there were also Ethiopian 
pilgrims and travellers who ventured beyond the major centres, similar to the 
1203 Nubian entourage to Constantinople, whose own access to finance and 
provisions poses similar questions. Either we need to view the Nubian and 
Ethiopian presence as being much greater than the sources suggest in order 
to oversee explicitly Nubian or Ethiopian networks or that they, along with 
presumably other groups, were able to gain much more intimate access to the 
social and economic mechanisms of the wider Mediterranean world than any 
evidence currently suggests.

We shall end our discussion here by highlighting the potential role of the 
Holy Sepulchre as a specific site of knowledge transmission. After its renova-
tion following the establishment of the Kingdom of Jerusalem was completed 
in 1149, it is one of the few places where we can suggest specific knowledge 
development by Nubians regarding the Latin Christians. For example, 
according to Ludolph of Sudheim, writing in the mid-fourteenth century, the 
Nubians worshipped in their chapel at Calvary alongside the tombs of 
Godfrey of Bouillon (r. 1099–1100) and King Baldwin I (r. 1100–18).130 It 
would then seem likely that resident and visiting Nubians at the Holy 
Sepulchre would have become intimately aware of these tombs and, perhaps, 
their significance to the Latin Christians as the first two Latin rulers of 
Jerusalem. Whilst some sources describe the tombs as being destroyed by the 
Kwarezmians in 1244, the tombs were still being shown to visitors until the 
fire of 1808.131 Indeed, Ludolph of Sudheim’s explicit use of the present tense 
(sunt, ‘are’) when describing the Nubian presence alongside the tombs in the 
chapel is indicative of the tombs’ survival. The spatial relationship between 
the Nubians and the tombs would likely have inspired Nubian curiosity akin 
to that of the Latin Christians elsewhere. Certainly, Godfrey and Baldwin 
remained prevalent in Latin Christian culture and would hardly have kept the 
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Nubians isolated from Latin Christians wanting to see the tombs. For 
instance, both Godfrey and Baldwin were integral characters in the so-called 
First and, especially, Second Old French Crusade Cycles of chansons de geste 
whose manuscripts commonly date to between the late twelfth and the four-
teenth century. The chansons were just one form of cultural memory of the 
Crusades and, by extension, prominent, later turned legendary, crusading 
figures within Latin Christendom.132 Dating the Nubian relationship with the 
space is more problematic. Based on the absence of evidence, Nubian wor-
shippers can only be proposed to have worshipped in that specific chapel 
following the donation of the chapel to them in 1333 by the Mamlūk sultan, 
as noted earlier. However, the later donation of the chapel would suggest that 
it was to serve an already sizeable Nubian population – whether permanent, 
semi-permanent, or non-permanent – which had long been present in the 
Holy Sepulchre. Whether Nubians had previously been worshipping in the 
chapel, particularly when Jerusalem was not under the control of the Latin 
Christians when the choice of worshipping spaces may have been less regu-
lated, is unknown. Nevertheless, the shared space of the Holy Sepulchre, and 
the contents within, would likely have inspired questioning between a range 
of individuals. Despite the complete lack of sources for the Nubian perspec-
tive on this sharing of space and its material consequences, we should not 
presume that these exchanges had no impact upon Nubians, or indeed 
Ethiopians in comparative circumstances, similar to what they had on the 
Latin Christians.

The multiplicity of interactions, both documented and not, between Latin 
Christians and Nubians and Ethiopians, as well as with other Eastern groups, 
during the twelfth to fourteenth centuries, created numerous avenues for 
potential knowledge dissemination regarding Christian Africa. Whilst we 
may only be able to primarily see the Latin Christian perspective of these 
exchanges, they equally should be viewed as having similar impacts on 
Nubian and Ethiopian knowledge of the Latins. Significantly, the limited 
surviving evidence should not be viewed as reflecting a lack of a presence or 
the lack of exchange. Equally, the majority of the communal knowledge of 
all groups remained undocumented and should not be understated. For 
instance, it can safely be assumed that Latin Christians were aware of the 
Nubian and Ethiopian practice of scarification to create images of a cross on 
their skin, particularly on their faces, which Latin Christians often described 
as being ‘baptised by fire’ (echoing the words of John the Baptist in Matthew 
3:11), through observation, long before the first Latin Christian texts begin to 
record this from the thirteenth century.133 Throughout the documented his-
tory of the presence of Nubian and Ethiopian diasporas during the crusad-
ing period, a key question that is often ignored by contemporary writers is 
how intimate were these interactions? Whilst undocumented interaction 
would have been common, textual references remain relatively silent on more 
intimate exchanges. There is one notable exception to this, however, which is 
likely more illustrative than its single instance. For example, Niccolò da 
Poggibonsi, a Tuscan Franciscan friar who visited the Holy Land and Egypt 
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between the years 1345–50, specifically commented that Eastern Christians, 
including Nubini, worshipped together on Holy Saturday after the hour of 
the Vespers.134 Additionally, in Egypt, he related how he celebrated mass to a 
congregation of Nubbiani at the Church of St. Martin between Cairo and 
Babylon, where he also held the body of St. Martin, a bishop of Alexandria, 
in his arms, though he did not state the language or means of communica-
tion.135 Poggibonsi did not merely observe Nubians from afar and revealed 
his engagements with them, albeit not in overly great additional detail. It is 
clear that interactions between Latin Christians, Nubians, and Ethiopians 
should be viewed as being much more numerous and intimate than the 
sources depict. What that meant for knowledge networks and avenues of dis-
semination can never be fully known, yet one thing is for certain: Nubians, 
Ethiopians, and Latin Christians were far from strangers to each other.
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4 Competing Nubian and Ethiopian 
Prester Johns

Between the twelfth and seventeenth centuries, Latin Christians became fix-
ated on locating a mythical distant king who they believed was called Prester 
John. He was said to reside somewhere in the ‘East’ and would aid in the 
Latin Christian fight against the Muslims of the Holy Land. The name of 
Presbyter Iohannes, initially described as a Nestorian and ‘king of kings’ of 
72 lesser kings, first appeared in Otto of Freising’s De Duabus Civitatibus 
(1157) in relation to a letter supposedly sent to the Byzantine emperor in 
1145.1 Versions of the prester’s legendary letter circulated throughout the 
medieval Mediterranean and survive in at least 469 manuscripts in 20 lan-
guages, truly displaying the cultural and political phenomenon that he 
became.2 The prester’s association with Ethiopia has long been established in 
scholarship. Yet, his location in Ethiopia is not the whole history of the 
African Prester, especially in the myth’s earlier incarnations, with the prester’s 
prior association with Nubia being largely evaded by historians.3 During the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, two parallel myths developed regarding 
the location of Prester John, the first regarding Nubia and the other regard-
ing Ethiopia, which, whilst overlapping to some degree, largely remained 
distinct.4 The migration of Prester John from Nubia to Ethiopia is further 
representative of the primacy of each kingdom at varying times in Latin 
Christian discourse. This chapter will not relate the history of Prester John in 
Ethiopia per se but will focus on the conditions which enabled the migration 
of Prester John from Nubia to Ethiopia. As with many of the later Latin 
Christian-Ethiopian relations, the myth of Prester John was another with an 
earlier history associated with Nubia that was only later transferred, despite 
the overwhelming rejection by Ethiopians themselves, to Ethiopia.

Even though a complete history of Prester John will not be retold here, it 
is important to situate the presence and significance of the myth before com-
parative discussion of the Latin Christian and Nubian and Ethiopian per-
spectives of the period between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries can be 
fully addressed. Whilst the idea of an African Prester John was not as prom-
inent in Latin Christian discourse as it would become between the fifteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, its earliest incarnations cannot be overlooked as 
possible motivations behind Latin Christian interest in both Nubia and 
Ethiopia from the thirteenth century. How integral the African Prester John 
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myth was to Latin Christian engagement with either Nubia or Ethiopia 
before c. 1400 – the first attempted Latin Christian correspondence with this 
mythical, but importantly by then increasingly Ethiopian, ruler – remains 
questionable. Nevertheless, there are many elements of the earlier myth which 
should not be overlooked, notably the clear changing discourse between the 
prester’s location in Nubia to Ethiopia when viewed alongside the broader 
events related in the following chapters.

The Belief in an African Prester John

Initially, Prester John and his kingdom were mostly associated with some-
where in Asia, before Latin Christians migrated their discourse of Prester 
John into Africa.5 However, it may be said that the mythical figure, at least 
partly, originated in Africa. For instance, the name ‘John’ (Iohannis) was 
attributed to the Ethiopian ruler noted by Roger of Howden in the late 
twelfth century. It had been proposed by Constantin Marinescu as early as 
1923 that there was a correlation between the Gəʿəz word ğan (sometimes 
spelt žan), meaning ‘majesty’, as in the Ethiopian royal greeting ‘your maj-
esty’ (ğanhoy: ጃንሆይ), and the Venetian name Gian (or Zane), or John. He 
proposed that the Venetians in Egypt misunderstood Ethiopians addressing 
the majesty of their monarch with the personal name of ‘John’, thus, result-
ing in the growing rumours of a ruler named Prester John.6 Certainly, no 
comparable reason for an Asian ‘John’ exists if  the name was indeed not just 
an offhand creation in the first place. Significantly, Roger of Howden’s text 
said nothing of a prester. No Ethiopian ruler is known to have had any form 
of the name ‘John’ during this period, whether as a personal, throne, or regal 
name, suggesting that this was indeed likely a misinterpretation of the Gəʿəz 
word ğan. The myth behind Prester John had many influences and any recur-
ring news of an African ruler named ‘John’ likely did little to quell Latin 
Christian interest in an early African Prester John. Unlike in Asia, however, 
the Latin Christians did not know of a specific individual on which to base 
their prester characterisation, such as how they came to associate the prester 
with the khans of the Mongols. Importantly, Latin Christians never docu-
mented arriving at his supposed court, such as they had in Asia from the 
1240s.7 The African influence on the early development of the myth of Prester 
John remains notable but was rarely made explicit by contemporaries in 
favour of the ‘real’ Prester John who resided in Asia. Nevertheless, the devel-
opment of what may be described as the proto-Prester John of Nubia from 
the early thirteenth century should be viewed in parallel to the Prester John 
of Asia. His later relocation to Ethiopia was the product of both origins.

The migration of Prester John from Nubia to Ethiopia was aided by 
the fact that the rulers of both kingdoms shared the principal traits that 
the prester was said to possess: being a priest-king and having subordinate 
‘kings’ under him. Most importantly, both Nubia and Ethiopia had contem-
porary or near-contemporary rulers who were said to have had these traits. 
In the case of priest-kings, Yemreḥanna Krestos, ruler of Ethiopia in the 
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twelfth century, was, for example, according to his fifteenth-century gaḍl, an 
ordained priest prior to his coronation and was said to celebrate mass during 
his reign, as well as ruling according to the ‘Apostolic Canons’.8 The Coptic 
priest Abū al-Makārim, writing in the latter half  of the twelfth century, simi-
larly described the Ethiopian (those of the al-Ḥabaša) rulers as priests (kahna, 
-more generally.9 In comparison, certain Nubian kings, possibly reflect (كهنة
ing a wider adoption of the Byzantine model of rulership in addition to other 
Byzantine Christian influences since the sixth century, were described as 
being akin to priest-kings.10 Indeed, Abū al-Makārim also referred to the 13 
kings of Nubia (al-Nūba) as priests (kahna).11 This statement was seemingly 
specifically reporting on the contemporary late twelfth-century reign of the 
Nubian ourou Moüses Georgios who was said to be one such priest-king.12

Equally, both kingdoms had political systems that could have been (mis)
understood as having ‘sub-kings’ to external observers. Dotawo was sub-
divided into both kinglets and eparchs, with the most powerful being the 
so-called ‘Lord of the Mountain’ in Arabic sources (الجبل  al-ṣāhib ,الصاحب 
al-jabal) – the Songoj (ⲥⲟⳟⲟⳝ) of Nobadia (or Migi) in Old Nubian sources – 
the eparch who oversaw trade and political relations in Lower Nubia, notably 
those with Egypt, on behalf  of the ourou.13 Nubian rulers do not appear to 
have had any particular title that would have portrayed an essence of being 
a ‘king of kings’ in itself, unlike, for example, in Ethiopia, which had nəgusä 
nägäśt (ንጉሠ፡ነገሥት). Surviving Old Nubian sources merely employ the sin-
gular ourou or basileu[s] (ⲟⲩⲣⲟⲩ/ⲃⲁⲥⲓⲗⲉⲩ) in reference to its rulers, both 
when written by the ourou himself  and by those writing to or discussing him. 
Any embellishment of his power is expanded upon separately in any given 
text, rather than being universally represented by an ideologically expansive 
singular title, such as basileús basiléōn (Βασιλεύς βασιλέων) or ourou ourou-
guna (ⲟⲩⲣⲟⲩ ⲟⲩⲣⲟⲩⲅⲩⲛⲁ) akin to nəgusä nägäśt. It may be possible that the 
ourou of  Dotawo was viewed as the subjugator of the three former states of 
Nobadia, Makuria, and Alwa, and therefore was literally a ‘king of kings’ 
by external observers, especially given the fact that, for instance, external 
Arabic sources continued to describe Nubia in terms of Nobadia, Makuria, 
and Alwa, rather than a united Dotawo. Nubian rulers, especially in the late 
twelfth century, are known to have listed these former kingdoms amongst 
their subordinate lands, too, despite Nubian rulers beginning to consist-
ently project their power as ourou of  a united Dotawo more generally.14 
Significantly, ourou Moüses Georgios, as well as being a contemporary priest-
king, is also known to have projected himself  as ‘basileús of  the Alwans, 
Makuritans, Nobadians, the Damalt (?), and the ʾAksumites’ (ⲃⲗ̄ⲥ̄ ⲏⲙⲱⲛ 
ⲁⲣⲟⲩⲁ⸌ⲇ⸍ ⳤ ⲙⲁⲕⲟⲩⲣ

̣
⸌ⲧ⸍ ⳤ ⲛⲟⲃⲁⲇⲓⲟⲛ ⲋ ⲇⲁⲙⲁⲗ⸌ⲧ⸍ ⳤ ⲁⲝⲓⲱⲙⲁ) in a letter to 

the Coptic patriarch in 1186.15 Current evidence does not allow us to ascer-
tain whether Latin Christians would have been aware of such projections of 
power with certainty, but rumours would not have had to have jumped too 
far to view Nubian rulers literally as ‘kings of kings’. In contrast, in addition 
to Ethiopian rulers being more explicit in their projections of their power in 
their titles, Ethiopia, particularly following the rise of the Solomonids, had 
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strong regional governors who exchanged their loyal service for land (known 
in Ethiopia as the gʷəlt), most notably epitomised by the coastal Bäḥr Nǝguś, 
whose office later increased in power during the reign of Zärʾa Yaʿǝqob 
(r. 1433–68) and increasingly oversaw Ethiopian exploits in regard to the Red 
Sea.16 The regional nägäśt were subject to the nəgusä nägäśt.

Prester John, both as a priest-king and as a ‘king of kings’, was therefore 
readily able to be attributed to either kingdom as far as his supposed traits 
were concerned. Yet, Nubia’s role in the myth’s development remains often 
overshadowed. Not only was Prester John first associated with Nubia, but 
Nubia also found itself  being the home of a proto-Prester John myth con-
cerning a powerful unnamed ruler who would aid in the Christian fight from 
the Fifth Crusade (1217–21). This alternative figure was not referred to as 
Prester John directly, though the figure did develop a parallel narrative of a 
mythical ruler which would later serve to cement Nubia’s role in the prester’s 
early African identification. This first appearance of a powerful unnamed 
Nubian king who appeared akin to a proto-Prester John was said to desire to 
rise up, destroy Mecca, and scatter the bones of the Prophet Muḥammad.17 
A century later, Nubia was explicitly being recorded as the home of Prester 
John. Any understanding of the role of Prester John in Latin Christian-
Ethiopian relations cannot dismiss his earlier importance attributed to 
Nubia. The later Latin Christian myth of an Ethiopian Prester John merely 
developed on its Nubian foundations. After all, it was not coincidental that 
Ethiopia did not initially feature in the legend of the proto-prester following 
his first indirect associations with Africa during the Fifth Crusade given the 
overwhelming absence of Ethiopia in Latin Christian discourse in compari-
son to Nubia prior to the mid-fourteenth century.

The Nubian (Proto-)Prester John

The rumours of a powerful Nubian king within Latin Christian discourse 
first circulated during the Fifth Crusade and noted by Oliver of Paderborn, a 
German preacher who participated in the crusade, in his Historia Damiatini 
(wr. c.1220–2). According to Oliver, a book written in Arabic by a man said 
to be neither a Christian, Muslim, nor Jew began to circulate amongst the 
Fifth Crusaders during their siege of Damietta, which foretold that a Christian 
Nubian king (regem Christianorum Nubianorum) would rise up and destroy 
Mecca and scatter the bones of the Prophet Muḥammad before  further relat-
ing that if  Damietta was captured and the Nubian king appeared, Christianity 
would defeat the forces of Islam.18 A contemporary prophecy in the Book of 
Clement added weight to this as it stated that when Easter fell on 3 April, the 
king of the East and king of the West would meet in Jerusalem – coincidently 
this would happen in 1222 as the rumours of the Nubian king were circulat-
ing.19 Bernard Hamilton has suggested that the importance placed on this 
prophecy can ultimately be understood as the primary cause for the defeat of 
the Crusaders as, due to their keen desire to complete the prophecy, they 
ignored the Nile floods during their expedition towards Cairo to disastrous 
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effect.20 Who exactly began the rumours of the Nubian king is unknown, 
though there is no evidence that Nubians had any role in disseminating 
them.21 In any case, the rumours only supported what the Latin Christians 
had been learning about Nubia elsewhere. The Damietta prophecy can read-
ily be viewed as an early Nubian manifestation of the myth of Prester John, 
either in full in all but name or as a proto-Prester John. Following the Fifth 
Crusade, the Damietta prophecy remained an integral discourse regarding 
Nubia, often being repeated and reiterated by later writers, particularly 
throughout the fourteenth century.22

An important element of Prester John’s legend was his setting within 
an apocalyptic background, as was also the case during the Fifth Crusade. 
Mordechai Lewy has argued that both Nubian and Ethiopian kings, with-
out distinction, contributed to apocalyptic narratives in Latin Christendom, 
whilst Lutz Greisiger has identified an earlier specifically Nubian king motif in 
Eastern apocalypses, particularly in association with the power of Kūš (ܟܘܫ).23 
Indeed, the apocalyptic discourse of Prester John had important parallels in 
the role assigned to the Ethiopian nǝguś during the fourteenth century, such as 
in the Kəbrä nägäśt, which likely did little to inhibit any later Latin Christian 
association of the prester with Ethiopia.24 Moreover, it was not just the Latin 
Christians who believed in a powerful Eastern ruler. For instance, the rumours 
and understandings of an Eastern ruler by Eastern Christians, especially by the 
Syrian Jacobite Christians, centred on Nubia, or, more precisely, Kūš. In addi-
tion to the fact that Nubia’s biblical narrative was assured in Latin Christian 
discourse, the belief that Kūš would stretch out its hand to God (Psalm 68:31) 
was a universal Eastern Christian passage. Significantly, it is notable that the 
text of the Syriac Pešīṭtā Bible regarding Psalm 68:31 also took on an apoca-
lyptic meaning, more so than it did in either its Latin or Greek manifestations. 
As far as the Syrian Jacobite Christians were concerned, whilst the line as Kūš 
tašlem ‘īdā l-ʿalâhā (ܘܟܘܫ ܬܫܠܡ ܐܝܕܐ ܠܐܠܗܐ) can be translated the same as it is 
in Latin, it could also be understood more forcefully as ‘Kūš will yield the power 
of God’.25 Nubia, or Kush, had maintained a position of power in the eyes of 
Eastern Christians for centuries. A belief in Nubia as a world power, as sug-
gested by Jürgen Tubach, can be traced back to the likes of Mānī’s Kephalaia 
(c. 400 CE), which detailed the four world powers as Rome, Persia, Kush, and 
China.26 Whether this Kush was attributed to Meroë or ʾAksum may have 
switched over time; certainly, the place of Kush as one of the world powers 
was known to be replaced by ʾAksum by some in later centuries, as depicted in 
the early eighth-century fresco at Quseir Amra in Jordan.27 Nevertheless, the 
primary association of Kush and Nubia, as detailed in Chapter 1, only served 
to associate such narratives with Nubia, even if, occasionally, Nubia was over-
shadowed by Ethiopia.

The seventh-century Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, originally com-
posed in Syriac and long known in Latin Europe through Latin and Greek 
translations, further suggests that an understanding of  a Nubian Prester 
John may have been the result of  Syriac exegesis. Throughout the text of 
Pseudo-Methodius in both Latin (Aethiopia) and Greek (Αἰθιόπια), along 
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with its Syriac versions (ܟܘܫ: Kūš), ‘Ethiopia’ was readily applied to Nubia. 
Chapter 9 of  the Apocalypse contains a passage which relies heavily on 
the notion of  ‘Ethiopia’ stretching out its hand to God as proclaimed in 
Psalm 68:31. The text explicitly states that certain members of  the clergy 
are mistaken in associating the king of  Kūš/Aethiopia with the end of 
times. Instead, the text narrates that the Psalm was actually referring to 
the king of  the Byzantines as a descendant of  the king of  Kush/Ethiopia.28 
Earlier in the chapter, the text claims that the kings of  Byzantium were the 
descendants of  Byzas, who had married Chuseth (Χουσὴθ/ܟܘܫܬ (Kūšat)), 
daughter of  Phol, king of  ‘Ethiopia’, after gaining dominion over Kush – 
hence Chuseth’s name – and whose union ultimately produced the dynasties 
of  both Byzantium and Rome.29 Whilst notions of  an ‘Ethiopian’ lineage 
in Latin and Greek dynasties do not seemingly influence Latin Christian 
attempts at relations with Nubia, the beliefs of  other clergy, as stated by 
the text, are most of  note here if  this belief  remained active in some circles 
as the text continued to circulate. Most importantly for its potential influ-
ence on the Prester John myth in Latin Christendom, at least 96 of  the 196 
manuscripts of  six Latin recensions, either in part or in full, as identified 
by Marc Laureys and Daniel Verhelst, are dated between the twelfth and 
fourteenth centuries, highlighting the contemporary phenomenon that the 
Apocalypse was.30 Even if  the Syriac discourse of  a king from Kush may not 
have been as strong as it once was, such as during the original composition 
of  the Apocalypse when such rumours concerned its creator, the contempo-
rary manuscript copies may have ignited Latin Christian interest in such a 
Nubian ruler.

Moreover, the notion of a distant Christian ally was also circulating in 
translations of other Eastern texts, such as the late thirteenth-century Latin 
translation of the Syriac Legend of Baḥīrā.31 Coupled with the Eastern 
Christian textual memory of the eighth-century Nubian ourou Kyriakus 
who sent an army into Egypt following the persecution of Copts, the leg-
endary status of Prester John appears to have been predicated upon adapta-
tions of these earlier, notably Syriac, discourses regarding Nubian rulers.32 
Significantly, as Barbara Roggema has highlighted, the earliest known Latin 
Legend of Baḥīrā does appear to have been translated from a Syriac text, thus 
emphasising the role of direct informants who likely associated Nubia with 
apocalyptic narratives.33 Similarly, the continual circulation of the Eastern 
legend of the Nubian ourou Kyriakus should be especially noted for the fact 
that he was said to rule 13 kingdoms and, furthermore, was known as ‘the 
great king’ (al-malik al-ʿazīm: الماك العظيم) who ruled to the southern extrem-
ities of the earth and was unchallenged by any other ruler whilst in their 
territory, whilst also being reiterated as the fourth of the great kings of the 
world.34 Dissemination of these Eastern Christian narratives amongst the 
Latin Christians of the Holy Land would have lent itself  to further support-
ing the apocalyptic narrative that underpinned Prester John and would aid to 
explain the early murmurings of his location in Nubia.
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Despite the dissemination of the Damietta prophecy, Nubia was not 
directly linked to Prester John for a century. Although a copy of the original 
text is unknown, it would appear that the first attribution of Nubia to Prester 
John was by Giovanni da Carignano, who described the land of the early 
fourteenth-century ‘Ethiopian’ embassy as being ruled by Prester John, 
which, for reason of its reference to ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon noted in the final chapter, 
should be dated to between 1314 and the date of Carignano’s death in 1329–
30.35 The embassy’s retrospective Ethiopian association will be discussed later 
and should not detract from the original Nubian identity of the embassy, and 
by extension its reference to Prester John, in the text here. If  this was the case 
and, more importantly, was determined by the Nubian delegation themselves 
as the text relates, it also provides the only possible evidence that Nubians 
were aware of their association with the prester. What the Nubians thought 
of this, however, is not known. Much like the case of an Ethiopian embassy 
to Portugal in 1509 detailed later in this chapter, it may be the case that the 
Nubians used their association with the Prester John myth to attempt to 
achieve greater success in the outcome of their embassy. In addition to 
Carignano’s text, the Mirabilia (wr. c. 1330) of Jordanus Catalani, a Catalan 
Dominican missionary, described Prester John as the ruler of the land of 
Ethiopia – a land which is later described as exceedingly great (in excessu est 
magnum) and with a Christian population of at least three times that of Latin 
Europe.36 Most of the text is fanciful, aligning with the Wonders of the East 
genre in which ‘Ethiopia’ was the home of dragons, giant flying birds, uni-
corns, sweating cats whose scent was collected, large venomous serpents, and 
gryphons.37 Two specific descriptions, however, are suggestive of a Nubian 
identification despite the text most commonly being associated as evidence of 
an Ethiopian Prester John in scholarship.38 The first is a reference to three 
adjoining mountains in this ‘Ethiopia’, most likely a confused understanding 
of the two mountains of the Bāb al-Nūba (the ‘Gate of Nubia’) depicted on 
medieval maps, with the second being a reference to an annual tribute from 
the Egyptian sultan to this Prester John, seemingly being a manipulated or 
confused understanding of the Baqṭ exchange between Nubia and Egypt.39 
By his own admission, Jordanus Catalini had not visited Ethiopia, but he had 
been informed by so-called ‘trustworthy people’, including having apparently 
seen and known many people from the land.40 The veracity of this statement 
should be questioned as such claims were a common literary device designed 
to support an author’s legitimacy, yet the specific information provided by 
Jordanus, despite its relative scarcity, cannot discount some use of regional, 
if  not Nubian, informants whose information may have been distorted. 
Certainly, Jordanus’ account of Indian toponyms attests to intimate knowl-
edge gained directly from Indians in comparison, for instance.41

The first surviving direct mention of Prester John as a Nubian appeared in 
the work of Jacopo of Verona (fl. 1335), which labelled the king of Nubia as 
Prester John, whilst also attributing him powers otherwise associated with 
Ethiopians, such as his alleged control over the Nile.42 Jacopo’s separation 
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between Nubians and Ethiopians (Jabes; an understanding of Ḥabaš[a]) 
does suggest that he intentionally attributed his Prester John to Nubia 
whether he intended to conflate him with the Ethiopian ruler’s supposed 
power over the Nile or not. Most notably, these texts predate any surviving 
notice locating Prester John in Ethiopia proper, which only serves to high-
light the initial primacy of Nubia over Ethiopia as the preeminent powerful 
kingdom in north-east Africa in Latin Christian discourse. By the mid-four-
teenth century, however, Ethiopia was beginning to replace Nubia in Latin 
Christian discourse, thus explaining the somewhat limited direct references to 
a Nubian Prester John during the rise of his Ethiopian counterpart. That 
said, a Nubian Prester John did not disappear immediately. For example, a 
Prester John of Nubye was later recalled by Jean of Bethencourt, a French 
explorer who wrote his l’Histoire de la Conquête des Canaries in the early fif-
teenth century following his conquest of the Canaries in 1402, suggesting 
that notions of the Nubian Prester John did not disappear immediately.43 
Moreover, the influence of the Nubian Prester John in late-fourteenth- 
century Latin Christian discourse was still prominent. According to John of 
Hildesheim (d. 1375), for instance, the Templars acquired the diadem of the 
Wise Man Melchior, king of Nubia and in whose land now resided Prester 
John, and had brought it to Acre around the year 1200.44 Not coincidently, 
this identification of Melchior as a Nubian was written during the increased 
representation of the black Magi in Latin Christian art.45 No evidence, either 
material or other textual references, is known to support John of Hildesheim’s 
statement regarding the diadem, however. Nevertheless, whilst the date of 
1200 would appear to be early for a relic associated with a Nubian Prester 
John to be brought to Acre in light of comparable evidence, it is worth com-
bining this event with the hypothesis of David Jacoby, who has posited that 
relics were possibly used to rank churches along the pilgrimage route within 
Acre.46 If  there is any truth to this story, or even to the strength of its influ-
ence to encourage John of Hildesheim to narrate such an event, it would 
suggest a physical, as well as an ideological, importance to the Nubian Prester 
John, or at least the connected Melchior, to the Latin Christians. The Nubian 
Prester John was, in this instance, being incorporated into a broader narrative 
which could, importantly, provide supposed tangible evidence. Notably, a 
comparable material or ideological importance was not witnessed regarding 
the Ethiopian Prester John until the fifteenth century.

It is unknown why the Latin Christian discourse regarding a Nubian 
Prester John took so long to appear following the dissemination of the much 
earlier Damietta prophecy. This absence in the sources, however, is also 
apparent in the discussion of Nubia more generally until the late thirteenth 
century and may have hinged on the success of returning news from mission-
aries who had increasingly been encouraged to connect with Nubia since the 
1240s. It is also notable that little information regarding contemporary 
Nubian affairs appears to have circulated in the texts of other possible 
informants, such as by Muslim writers, until the 1270s which further likely 
inhibited the knowledge of the Latin Christians which they could have 
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projected the Prester John discourse on to. Whatever the reason for the slow 
development of the discourse of the Nubian Prester John proper, Nubia’s 
importance in the foundations of the myth that would become most associ-
ated with Ethiopia, both directly and contextually, should not be ignored.

Merging the African Prester Johns and Relocating to Ethiopia

Prester John’s relocation to Ethiopia coincided with the reign of ʿÄmdä 
Ṣǝyon and the significance that he had on Latin Christian perceptions of 
north-east African power, which we will relate in the following chapters, fol-
lowing the expansion of Ethiopia from all sides against Muslim and 
non-Christian neighbours.47 The vagueness of some of the prester’s supposed 
traits aided his metamorphosis. In addition to the traits mentioned above, the 
shift between Nubia and Ethiopia in the Prester John narrative may also be 
explained as a development of the Fifth Crusade rumours of the Eastern 
King David which circulated in addition to the Damietta myth of the Nubian 
king.48 No Nubian or Ethiopian ruler named David is known to have ruled 
during the period of the Fifth Crusade. However, the relocation of the prester 
to Ethiopia noticeably coincided with the rise of the Solomonic dynasty after 
1270, whose rulers claimed descent from King Solomon and the Queen of 
Sheba and whose rulers, more importantly, were commonly given the name 
David in some capacity.49 Whether coincidental or not, Solomonic Ethiopia 
could equally serve as the location for both King David and as the kingdom 
powerful enough to conflate with the Damietta myth by the time of the prest-
er’s associations with Ethiopia in the fourteenth century. In contrast, Nubia’s 
most contemporary ourou David I, of whom little is known, ruled before 
c. 1155, many decades prior to the Fifth Crusade. The later reign of ourou 
David II (r. 1268–76) was characterised by subjugation, epitomised by his 
captivity in Cairo. Did, however, the name ‘David’ still hold power in the eyes 
of the Latin Christians? It would explain why Sultan Qalāwūn’s treaty with 
King Alfonso III of Aragon in 1290 made special mention of the fact that the 
Mamlūks ruled over the territory of David of Nubia (Dāwūd of al-Nūbah) 
following his capture in 1275/6, despite no other rulers being addressed by 
name in relation to other conquered lands.50 The specific naming of the ourou 
would appear intentional and significant as if  it held some importance to the 
Latin Christian audience above the others. Any Nubian or Ethiopian link to 
the Fifth Crusade King David may be coincidental, but Solomonic Ethiopia’s 
ruling Davids should not be ignored as a possible contributing factor in influ-
encing where Prester John could be found in Africa, whether that was to 
direct the changing discourse towards Ethiopia or to reinforce it once he was 
believed to have been located there.

Another likely key influence behind the prester’s relocation can be 
found in Islamic discourse. In comparison to the Nubian identification of 
‘Ethiopia’/’Kush’ in Christian discourse, Islamic discourse offered narratives 
of an Ethiopian power that could readily rival that of Nubia. Principally, an 
Ḥadith known as Dhūl-Suwayqatayn recounted that the ‘one with bow-legs’ 
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from Ethiopia (al-Ḥabaša: الحبشة) would destroy the Ka’ba in Mecca towards 
the end of time, building upon a briefer extract from the Qur’an (Al-Fīl 105). 
These references are based on the actions of ʾAbrəha, the sixth-century ʾAk-
sumite viceroy of Yemen, who was said to have marched upon Mecca in the 
Year of the Elephant in c. 570 CE.51 ʾAbrəha threatened to destroy the Ka’ba 
in response to the vandalism of the newly built cathedral of Sana’a.52 Whilst 
not actually a king, the role of ʾAbrəha in Islam can readily be seen as a 
potential, albeit confused, influence in the narrative of the Nubian king’s 
power during the Fifth Crusade. It is no coincidence that the rumours regard-
ing the Nubian king during the Fifth Crusade similarly contained the apoca-
lyptic notion that he would destroy Mecca, notably reflecting a contemporary 
Dhūl-Suwayqatayn. Importantly for the Islamic narrative’s dissemination 
within Latin Christendom outside of the Holy Land, the Qur’an had been 
translated into Latin in the 1140s by Robert of Ketton. Problematically for 
aiding any further reconstruction of the dissemination of such narratives, 
few accompanying translations of Ḥadiths survive and none appear to refer 
to Dhūl-Suwayqatayn. For instance, the Ḥadiths translated in the Toledan 
Collection which contains Ketton’s Qur’an do not feature any related to 
ʾAbrəha. Without wider circulated knowledge it would have been unlikely 
that Latin Christians would have associated the Latin translation of Sura 
105 naming an hominum elephantis to a powerful African in isolation, let 
alone attribute an Ethiopian identification to the growing myth of Prester 
John.53 Nevertheless, it cannot be dismissed that such understandings of this 
Ḥadith had become known elsewhere via Muslims, former Muslim converts, 
or Eastern Christians, which would have further provided a source for a 
narrative concerning a comparable powerful Ethiopian ruler to accompany 
other contemporary discourses as the Nubian Prester John remained elusive.

Once news of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon’s expansion of Solomonic Ethiopian terri-
tory filtered through to Latin Christians, Ethiopia became a ready replace-
ment for the home of Prester John. The first insinuation of an Ethiopian 
identification of Prester John is found in the itinerary of Symon Semeonis in 
1323, though this is far from explicit either. Semeonis noted that Prester John 
resided up the Nile in Upper India.54 Problematically, the single surviving 
manuscript creates challenges for interpretation, but it is notable that he was 
not explicitly associated with other passages concerning Nubia (Danubia) in 
the text. With Prester John being locatable in relation to the Nile, it would 
appear that this ‘India’ may well have been, in fact, Ethiopia. In any case, 
Prester John cannot be said to have been directly only attributed to Ethiopia, 
without any additional primary accompanying listing of Nubia, until the 
1360s. An Ethiopian Prester John, who also is described as a king, appears in 
Johannes de Marignolli’s Relatio of  his travels (c. 1360s), in which he explic-
itly links the prester to the land of Abasty.55 Ethiopia’s early absence in the 
Prester John discourse can readily be attributed to its lack of stature in Latin 
Christian discourse more broadly, whether as a result of a lack of knowledge 
or the continued preference for Nubia. Ethiopia only rose to prominence in 
the Prester John myth as Nubia appeared to no longer offer itself  as a 
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suitable candidate for being the prester’s land following further Mamlūk 
aggression. Notably, competition between the African Prester Johns during 
the fourteenth century only appeared following the arrival of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon 
to the Ethiopian throne in 1314 and his period of expansion, which made the 
nǝguś internationally renowned, particularly in Latin Europe. The signifi-
cance of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon’s reign in Prester John discourse aids to explain why 
Marco Polo did not describe an Ethiopian Prester John whilst relating his 
travels to Rustichello da Pisa in 1298, despite dedicating a sizeable portion of 
his narrative to the power of the contemporary Ethiopian ruler of a land he 
called Abasce. Moreover, in Polo’s text, Nubia is insignificant, commonly 
appearing only once in passing, despite the continuing primacy of Nubia in 
the discourses of his contemporary writers. Instead, Polo favours the power 
of Abasce.56 Yet, narration of the great power of the Ethiopian ruler did not 
connect him to Prester John, who Polo continually connected to the Mongols 
throughout his work. Indeed, later translations of his travels sought to 
actively address this discrepancy and inserted Nubian and Ethiopian associ-
ations with the prester instead, as can be witnessed in a Catalan copy, for 
example.57

The significance of the process of the relocation of Prester John from 
Nubia to Ethiopia on contemporary maps and portolans has often eluded 
much explicit discussion in scholarship. Instead, his location in both Nubia 
and Ethiopia has primarily been treated as the product of the same discourse 
of Prester John in Africa and the discrepancy is largely blamed on the confu-
sion of individual cartographers.58 However, when viewed against the back-
drop of two distinct intellectual discourses within Latin Europe, the pictorial 
presentation of Prester John residing in, at first, Nubia and then later Ethiopia 
should not be viewed as an insignificant confusion. It has long been claimed 
that Giovanni da Carignano’s map of c. 1314–29, often wrongly dated to 
1306, presented Prester John in Ethiopia.59 However, from the surviving 
images of the now destroyed manuscript, which was bombed during World 
War Two, no evidence can be gleaned for any association between Prester 
John and the map’s Terra Abaise. Additionally, no validity to this stated fact 
can be supported by de la Flamma’s copying of Carignano’s now lost sepa-
rate Ystoria Ethyopie, which suggests that this would not have been the case 
on his map, especially as, as argued in the final chapter of this book, this text 
should be associated with Nubia, not Ethiopia.60 Another map to be attrib-
uted with an Ethiopian Prester John is the Angelino Dulcert map of c. 1339, 
but this, despite the direct link made in scholarship, does not even depict 
Ethiopia and solely clearly presents Nubia despite the reference to ʿÄmdä 
Ṣǝyon (called Senap on the map). Prester John is described as the ruler of 
Nubia and Ethiopia, but his singular location in Ethiopia is not explicit; if  
anything, even though news of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon was gaining traction in Latin 
Europe, Nubia was not to be easily replaced as the kingdom of primary 
importance as the location of the Prester.61 Towards the end of the century, a 
shift can be witnessed in Latin European cartography in line with textual 
descriptions. For example, Prester John is not only identified as Ethiopian on 



116 Competing Nubian and Ethiopian Prester Johns

the 1375 Catalan Atlas but also explicitly described as not being Nubian. A 
legend on the map states that the ‘[Muslim] king of Nubia’ was constantly at 
war with the Christians of Nubia, who, in turn, were subject to the emperor 
of Ethiopia and of the lands of Prester John.62 However, the influence of the 
Nubian Prester John on Latin Christian cartographical discourse was not 
replaced immediately. For instance, the Borgia world map (c. 1430) labels 
Nubia as being the land of Prester John, whilst further relating how the king-
dom stretched from the Straits of Gibraltar to the River of Gold in West 
Africa.63 In contrast, Prester John – the king of Abbassia – played a central 
role in Fra Mauro’s world map (c. 1450) which relied on separate information 
gained from Ethiopian informants to overstate Ethiopia’s, and the prester’s, 
power within the wider African continent. Whilst Nubia does still feature on 
the map, it is of overwhelming insignificance in relation to Ethiopia.64 It is 
not the concern here to further relay the presence of Prester John in Ethiopia 
on subsequent maps, but it should be stated that cartographical discourse 
similarly aligned with textual discourse which at first placed emphasis on 
Nubia and only later shifted focus to include Ethiopia, albeit at a slightly 
slower pace.

Cementing the Prester’s Ethiopian Identification

It was not just news of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon’s expeditions of expansion that 
helped to cement Prester John’s Ethiopian identity either. Ethiopia’s self-iden-
tification as the ‘Ethiopia’ of scripture in the fourteenth century effectively 
adopted the identification of Prester John, too, at least in the eyes of the 
Latin Christians. For example, the fourteenth century witnessed a revival of 
apocalyptic literature in Ethiopia which attested to the meeting of the 
Ethiopian and Roman rulers. The Kəbrä nägäśt, above all, particularly 
attended to the revelations of the meeting of a Roman and Ethiopian ruler.65 
Similarly, other texts further made reference to this, such as the Ethiopic ver-
sion of Pseudo-Shenoute (fl. c. 1330), which also ends with passages involv-
ing the apocalyptic meeting of the Ethiopian and Roman rulers.66 Specifically 
regarding Ethiopia’s growing role in Latin Christian discourse, the text nar-
rated the Ethiopian ruler as having received gifts from the Roman ruler fol-
lowing Ethiopia’s threats to Mecca and its ruler’s desire to control Jerusalem.67 
The Ethiopian ruler in these narratives could readily be perceived as being 
akin to what Prester John was hoped to be, though there is no direct evidence 
that this particular narrative was known by any contemporary Latin 
Christians. More importantly, the hoped-for meeting of Prester John with 
rulers in Latin Europe was the ultimate desire, and Ethiopian narratives only 
served to fuel what Latin Christians desired. Whilst Ethiopia did not link 
itself  to Prester John during this early period, as Ethiopians increasingly 
explicitly described themselves as ‘Ethiopians’ to Latin Christians through-
out the fourteenth century, it was all Latin Christians needed to identify 
Ethiopia as the home of the prester.
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Almost no Ethiopian sources engage with the name of Prester John 
and Ethiopian rulers adamantly rejected it. This was the case when four 
Ethiopian monks, who were sent on behalf  of Zärʾa Yaʿǝqob to the Council 
of Florence in 1441, outright dismissed the idea that their ruler was called 
Prester John, for example.68 There is one notable exception to the Ethiopian 
dismissal of the narrative, but there may have been a particular motive for it. 
Ethiopia’s ambassador to Portugal in the early sixteenth century, Mateus, did 
identify himself  as the ambassador of Brest Jūān (جوان برست) in the opening 
of four surviving letters to the Portuguese, notably to Dom Manuel, writ-
ten in Arabic, following his stay in Lisbon and his return to Ethiopia. It is 
unclear whether this identification was Mateus’ initiative, not least because 
of the use of the non-Arabic anbašadūr (انبشدور) to imitate the Portuguese 
embaixador, ‘ambassador’, which would suggest that addressing the mythical 
figure in a way that the Portuguese would best understand was of particular 
concern, or whether he had been under orders from ətege ʾƎleni, who had 
originally sent him in 1509 and directed Dom Manuel to listen to Mateus 
as if  his words were those directly of the nǝguś, to adopt this identification 
from the beginning.69 Significantly, the choice of this identity was instead 
of Mateus identifying himself  as the ambassador of ʾItyoṗya – Prester John 
and Ethiopia were synonymous. In the margin of one letter, Mateus explic-
itly emphasises that Prester John was the malik al-Ḥabaša.70 Ethiopian rulers 
were certainly aware of their association with Prester John, but how often 
or to what extent they potentially used this to their advantage on occasion 
is unknown, particularly in order to achieve their objectives during the dip-
lomatic relations which followed 1402. The evidence is unclear, and direct 
evidence only survives in these Arabic letters of Mateus, but Ethiopia’s asso-
ciation with Prester John likely only increased the ability of Ethiopian rul-
ers to achieve their objectives, whether the myth of the prester was engaged 
explicitly or tacitly by others if  the occasion called for it. Nothing else can be 
said as known other Ethiopian evidence either does not mention the myth or 
dismisses any Ethiopian association with the prester.

Significantly, the 1402 embassy arrived within the context of four decades 
of the shifting of Latin Christian discourse which began identifying Prester 
John as explicitly Ethiopian from the 1360s. Knowledge of Ethiopia’s sup-
posedly mythical control over the Nile floods also appeared to reach Latin 
Europe around this time. The myth had circulated in Arabic texts since the 
late eleventh century but only became recorded in a Latin Christian text in 
1335, though initially associated with Nubia. Nevertheless, the myth increas-
ingly became associated with Ethiopia similarly from the 1360s.71 Importantly, 
this belief  in the power of the Ethiopian ruler to control the Nile went on to 
become a key element in Latin Christian discourse, particularly following the 
arrival of the 1402 embassy.72 Elsewhere, the forged letter supposedly sent 
from Wǝdǝm Räʿad (r. 1299–1314) to Charles IV, written sometime after 
1355 when Charles IV succeeded to become Holy Roman Emperor, to legiti-
mise an Ethiopian origin for the 1300–c. after 1314 embassy to Castile and 
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Avignon further highlights the growing importance of Ethiopia in Latin 
Christian discourse, especially as the embassy had been claimed in the letter 
to have been sent from Prester John.73 The letter’s attempt to forefront 
Ethiopia in Latin Christian discourse is significant, especially in the form of 
a forgery, which, in the words of Giles Constable, would have been created by 
someone who would have ‘attune[d] their deceits so closely to the desires and 
standards of their age’.74 The creation of such a forgery would suggest a 
wider consciousness amongst its potential audience and shows an intimate 
awareness by its creator of the need to place Wǝdǝm Räʿad as the ruler of 
Ethiopia for the time of the embassy to legitimise the legacy of Prester John’s 
new Ethiopian identity. This replacement of Nubia by Ethiopia in the Prester 
John narrative can further be witnessed in the anonymous Libro del conosci-
miento (wr. c. 1378–1402). As noted by Nancy Marino, the three cross flag 
attributed to Nubia on Dulcert’s 1339 map was also assigned to the land of 
Prester John in the Libro, though any connections between the texts are com-
monly rejected irrespective of the Libro also sharing many other traits with 
Dulcert’s map.75 On Dulcert’s map, Prester John was clearly located in Nubia. 
However, Prester John ruled over both Nubia and Ethiopia in the Libro, but 
the fact that the text projects the power of Ethiopia much more than it does 
for Nubia further evidences the increasing weight being placed on Prester 
John’s Ethiopian profile. The knowledge of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon in the Libro is 
clear, as the Ethiopian ruler is named Abdeselib, an understanding of the 
Arabic translation (ʿAbd aṣ-Ṣalīb) of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon’s throne name, Gäbrä 
Mäsqäl – ‘servant of the cross’ – and yet again emphasises the importance 
that news of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon’s activities had on shaping Latin Christian dis-
course concerning the identity of Prester John.76

The shift towards an Ethiopian Prester John also took on a new develop-
ment. In 1400, Henry IV of England (r. 1399–1413) wrote directly to the 
‘magnificent and powerful prince, king of Ethiopia, or Prester John, our 
friend in beloved Christ’ (magnifico et potenti Principi, Regi Abassice, sive 
Presbytero Johanni, amico nostro in Christo dilecto), which is the first known 
attempted correspondence between a Latin Christian ruler and Ethiopia.77 
There is no evidence that this letter ever reached Ethiopia or if  it was even a 
legitimate attempt at communication. For instance, it may simply have been 
an attempt to project Henry as a strong character on the international stage 
following his succession to the English crown as a result of  usurping Richard 
II in the previous year.78 Henry’s letter is further somewhat surprising given 
that English sources detailing contemporary events in Ethiopia are rare and 
that, apart from this one scenario, English rulers were not known for their 
attempts to contact Prester John, either before or indeed in the following 
decades. In any case, the arrival of  the 1402 Ethiopian embassy to Venice 
and subsequent gift exchanges emphasised that the Ethiopian ruler was 
reachable, whilst, in comparison, Nubia’s Prester John remained elusive.79 
Further letters to the Ethiopian Prester John followed in 1406 and 1407 by 
Charles VI of France and Konrad of Jungingen, Grand Master of  the 
Teutonic Knights, respectively, as diplomatic relations began to be sought 
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following the 1402 embassy.80 Once Ethiopian embassies arrived in Latin 
Europe from 1402, the Latin Christians believed that they had finally reen-
gaged with the prester – at least in the eyes of the Latin Christian commenta-
tors who attributed the early fourteenth-century embassy to Ethiopia. The 
prester remained located in Ethiopia until intensive interactions with the 
Portuguese led to the dwindling of the myth into obscurity in the seventeenth 
century.81 Despite Ethiopia’s overwhelming rejection of its association with 
Prester John, its relations with Latin Europe during the fifteenth century were 
governed by Ethiopia’s ability to navigate its image within Latin Christendom 
for its own ends, which was arguably epitomised by the exploits of Ethiopia’s 
ambassador Mateus from 1509.

The history of Africa’s Prester John includes much more than merely its 
Ethiopian incarnation. Nubia’s role in the development of the African Prester 
John, especially as the source of the later Ethiopian Prester, should no longer 
remain elusive in future discussions. Instead, significantly, the competition 
between Nubia and Ethiopia in fourteenth-century Latin Christian discourse 
led to competing African Prester Johns. Prester John was said to reside in 
Nubia when Nubia was the prime focus of the Latin Christians in their crusad-
ing endeavours. As Nubia’s perceived power declined and it increased in obscu-
rity, not only did Ethiopia replace Nubia in Latin Christian discourse more 
generally, but this was also reflected in the location of Prester John. Therefore, 
the history of the Ethiopian Prester John, which has gained the most attention 
in scholarship, was entwined with his Nubian predecessor like many other ele-
ments narrated in this book. Whilst both kingdoms were important in the 
development of Prester John in Africa, there was a distinct difference between 
the earlier Nubian and later Ethiopian narratives. The Nubian Prester John, 
despite its earlier proto-Prester John manifestation since the Fifth Crusade, 
grew out of the arrival of the early fourteenth-century (1300–c. after 1314) 
Nubian embassy, whereas the Ethiopian Prester John, which developed follow-
ing news of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon’s military exploits, served as the motivation to 
facilitate future embassies with Ethiopia. Noticeably, the two African Prester 
Johns served different political and symbolic roles. The Nubian Prester John 
remained mythical, whereas the Ethiopian Prester John became reachable. 
What Nubians made of their association with the Prester John myth is 
unknown, whilst Ethiopians do mostly appear to have actively rejected the 
identification. Whatever the ideological and textual influences behind Prester 
John’s relocation to Ethiopia by the Latin Christians, this development cer-
tainly post-dated that of his initial proto- and direct identification with Nubia.
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5 Latin Christian Uses of Developing 
Knowledge of Nubia and Ethiopia

Unlike the more fragmentary source situation for how Dotawo and Bǝgwǝna/
Ethiopia responded to the establishment of the Latin Christian Crusader 
States and the aftermath of their fall, Latin Christian sources are much more 
illuminating of the roles of Nubia and Ethiopia in Latin Christian discourse. 
Following on from the earlier chapter regarding the potential sources of 
knowledge, it is important to emphasise that not only did knowledge and 
news disseminate naturally in centres of exchange, but they were also specifi-
cally managed by individuals for a variety of reasons, such as for personal 
gain or self-preservation.1 The Latin Christian management of knowledge 
regarding Nubia and Ethiopia swiftly began to be harnessed to inform cer-
tain goals. The networks of knowledge which flourished throughout the 
wider Mediterranean did not merely develop Latin Christian geographic 
knowledge of Christian Africa just to be chronicled for passing interest. 
Almost immediately, the continual accumulation of knowledge, especially 
regarding Nubia, became of increasing interest to the Latin papacy and to a 
lesser extent secular rulers, who soon sought to utilise this ever-growing cor-
pus of new information for geopolitical aims. Specifically, the information 
gathered from the twelfth century formed the basis for two key increasing 
focuses of Latin Europe from the thirteenth century: preaching and military 
strategy. It was not coincidental that Nubia, and later Ethiopia, became 
increasingly influential in Latin Christian discourse following the fall of 
Jerusalem in 1187 and the need of Latin Christendom to reassert its influence 
in the Holy Land via desires to engage with a neighbouring regional powerful 
Christian ally.

Preaching

The perceived errors of Eastern Christians, as deemed by the Latin Christians, 
had been a common feature in the texts of the Latin Christians following the 
latter’s arrival in the Holy Land. At first, the primary focus was on Syrians, 
Armenians, and Greeks before the greater diversity of Eastern Christianity 
began to be recognised in Latin Christian texts by the end of the twelfth 
century. Eastern Christians increasingly became an important Latin papal 
focus throughout the twelfth century, arguably embodied by the evolving 
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language of the first four Lateran Councils (1123–1215) which came to dis-
tinguish between ‘Christians’ (Christiani) and ‘Catholics’ (Catholici) between 
the first and fourth councils to adapt to an ever-growing Orbis Christianorum 
in the eyes of the Latin Christians.2 As more and more separate Christian 
denominations became acknowledged in Latin Christian texts, it was not 
long before issues of preaching and conversions came to the forefront of 
Latin Christian discourse regarding the ‘East’ from the early thirteenth cen-
tury. Jacques of Vitry, the Latin bishop of Acre between 1214 and 1229, was 
the most notable of the early thirteenth-century writers who discussed the 
perceived errors of the Eastern Christians in detail. Jacques’ primary focus 
was on his perceived ignorance of Eastern Christians towards scripture and 
how Western clerics had a pastoral duty to reconcile these differences.3 In 
relation to the Christian Africans, in his Historia Orientalis (completed. c. 
1224), Jacques did not mention Ethiopians by name, but he did discuss 
Nubians (Christians from Nubia) amongst his discussion on the Jacobites 
more generally, as well as those more broadly from the ‘parts of greater 
“Ethiopia”’ (magnam Ethiopie partem) and in ‘all regions until “India”’ 
(omnes regiones usque in Indiam).4 To Jacques, the African Christians were 
amongst the many Eastern Christian groups who had to be reconciled to the 
Latin rite. Indeed, the topic of the ‘errors’ of Nubian Christianity, for exam-
ple, remained an important feature of Latin Christian texts throughout the 
thirteenth and into the early fourteenth century.5 In turn, before long, both 
Nubia and Ethiopia became the focus of Latin Christian preachers.

Throughout the thirteenth century, the papal bull Cum hora undecima was 
repeatedly reissued following its redeclaration by Innocent IV (r. 1243–54) in 
1245 – it was originally declared in 1235 by Pope Gregory IX (r. 1227–41). 
The bull listed a host of target Eastern nations to which Latin Christian friars 
were to travel to preach Latin Catholicism. Both the lands of the Nubians 
(Nubianorum) and ‘Ethiopians’ (Ethyoporum – though this would appear to 
mean [north-east] Africans in general) – were listed.6 Simultaneously to the 
reissuing of Cum hora undecima by Innocent IV, a separate bull, Cum simus 
super, was also issued in 1245, which emphasised church unity, albeit under 
the primacy of Rome. Unlike the former, however, the latter only addressed 
the Nubians in its long list of Eastern Christians without any mention of 
Ethiopia or ‘Ethiopia’, whether Abyssinia or north-east Africa more gener-
ally.7 It would appear that Ethiopia remained a largely distant kingdom in the 
eyes of the Latin Christians at first, emphasising the fact that the earlier Latin 
Christian focus was centred on Nubia. Soon after, a bull issued to the 
Dominicans in 1253 listed the Nubians (Nubianorum) and ‘Ethiopians’ 
(Ethyopum – again [north-east] Africans more generally) as targeted realms in 
which to preach.8 These proclamations began a period between the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries which witnessed attempts at integrating both Nubia 
and Ethiopia into the Latin Orbis Christianus with varying results.9

Most commonly, the Franciscan (founded 1209) and Dominican (founded 
1216) Orders conducted much of the preaching. Both are more famed for 
their operations in Asia, but they did also conduct missionary activity in 
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Africa too.10 The success of many of these ventures, both in their outcomes 
and their practicality, has often been questioned, especially when compared 
to the narrative of the orders in Asia. Before turning to the question of their 
preaching success, the fundamental question remains: would preachers have 
been able to travel to either Nubia or Ethiopia? Most direct references to 
Latin Christians appearing in either Nubia or Ethiopia only date from the 
fourteenth century, yet earlier attempts were certainly possible despite the 
relatively late creation of the African jurisdiction of the Societas Fratrum 
Peregrinantium in 1349. The travels of Roger of Howden in the Red Sea 
region in the late twelfth century, whilst not a preacher, would indicate that 
the ability to travel was not necessarily a hindrance. For example, Roger had 
arrived at ʿAidhāb after traversing the well-used Qūṣ-ʿAidhāb desert road 
following his initial journey up the Nile from Alexandria.11 The ability for 
Latin Christians to travel in and beyond Egypt should not be seen as being 
limited to only the major centres of Alexandria and Cairo during the crusad-
ing period. Navigating by the stars to traverse African deserts – in broader 
‘Ethiopia’ (Ethiopie) – was certainly a tool used by Latin Christians, as noted 
in the early thirteenth century by Gervase of Tilbury (fl. c.1209–14) and spe-
cifically mentioned by Angelo da Spoleto on his journey to Cairo in 1303–4, 
for instance.12 Even without any specific navigational training, the employ-
ment of guides was always a possibility. The case of Beneseg, which we will 
soon come to, is testament that Latin Christians could reach the Nubian cap-
ital during this period.

The fact that Latin Christians attempted to reach Nubia and Ethiopia has 
not particularly been in doubt. Instead, the doubt has come in modern histo-
riography over whether any preachers actually reached the African kingdoms, 
particularly prior to the onset of the fifteenth century. Taking a positivist 
outlook, Marshall Baldwin has argued that successful missions should not 
necessarily be dismissed given the increased references to both Nubia and 
‘Ethiopia’ in papal missionary letters as intended targets.13 Indeed, Jean 
Richard specifically suggested that the creation of the jurisdiction of Africa 
for the Societas Fratrum Peregrinantium in 1349 would have likely further 
nurtured contacts with Ethiopia decades before the arrival of the 1402 
Ethiopian embassy to Venice.14 Here I would also add the nurturing of con-
tact with Nubia, too. This may have been the case regarding the news reach-
ing the King of Aragon of a Minorite friar who had ‘lived many years in the 
realm of Prester John’ being hosted in the Kingdom of Navarre and Aragon 
in 1391. Ethiopian sources suggest that the early fifteenth-century embassies 
were launched following acquiring information about Latin Europe from 
‘Franks’ in Ethiopia, which resulted in the arrival of the 1402 embassy to 
Venice led by the Florentine Antonio Bartoli, so it remains possible that the 
Minorite friar had actually resided in Nubia.15 It would otherwise be some-
what surprising if  an active Latin friar in Ethiopia had not similarly been 
questioned much earlier into Däwit II’s reign, which had begun in c. 1379, to 
inspire the sending of an earlier embassy than that of Bartoli. A resident friar 
would surely have expressed the knowledge that Däwit sought – namely, in 
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relation to relics located in Latin Europe – many years before if  he had been 
known to have been in Däwit’s land during the early years of his reign. Unless, 
of course, the friar resided there prior to c. 1379. In the case of the Societas 
Fratrum Peregrinantium it has not, however, been asked whether the creation 
of this jurisdiction was the cause or effect of possible successful missions 
reaching either Nubia or Ethiopia. Certainly, the Latin Christian knowledge 
of Dotawo’s capital of Dongola (Ducala) no later than 1282 by Ristoro 
d’Arezzo highlights that relevant geographical knowledge was in circulation 
to facilitate targeted travels.16 Moreover, the increasing focus on Nubia in 
Latin Christian discourse more generally would suggest the existence of a 
whole realm of uncodified knowledge which accompanied the very limited 
surviving textual discussions, or even passing notice, of specific locations 
within the region such as found in d’Arezzo’s text. Once again, Nubian and 
Ethiopian evidence is too limited and largely ignores or does not attest to 
pre-fifteenth-century exchanges within their respective kingdoms to offer fur-
ther light on the matter.

Evidence of the early successes of Latin Christian preaching in Africa is 
limited. However, closer ties between the Latin Church and the Eastern 
Churches were seemingly being fostered during the 1230s and 40s, largely due 
to the efforts of the Dominican Provincial Prior, Philip, who appears to have 
established Jerusalem as the base of his mission.17 In 1237, Philip wrote to 
Pope Gregory IX about his attempts at facilitating similar unity with the 
other Eastern patriarchs akin to that which had been developing with the 
Jacobite Patriarch, Ignatius II (1222–52). The Coptic Patriarch Kyril III ibn 
Laqlaq (r. 1235–43) was described as having jurisdiction over ‘minor India’, 
Ethiopia (Nubia), ‘Libya’ (Libia), and Egypt; of which it was stated that the 
Ethiopes and ‘Libyans’ (Libii) were not subject to the rule of the Muslims.18 
The ‘Ethiopians’ and ‘Libyans’ in question presumably referred to Nubians 
and Ethiopians, though no further clarity is provided. Building on what King 
Amalric had already known by 1173, additional material, such as a late-thir-
teenth-century document now located in the Escorial which lists the Abastini 
amongst the Copti, Nubi, and Indiani as those under the jurisdiction of the 
Coptic patriarch, emphasises that the structure of the African Church was 
well-known to the Latin Christians by this point.19 Confirmation of Nubia’s 
independence from the Muslims would prove to be particularly important to 
the Latin Christians in the following decades. Church unity was both poten-
tially religiously and politically advantageous if  Philip were to be successful.

Kyril, however, was primarily concerned with consolidating his office’s 
power following his succession after the Coptic See’s vacancy since 1216 and 
was not overly concerned with offers from the Latin Christians.20 One notable 
event actually threatened to undo any positive strides between the churches. 
During Kyril’s patriarchate, Ethiopia was in need of a new abun to lead the 
Ethiopian Church, yet Kyril was reluctant to send one as was customary. 
According to the contemporary continuation of  the History of the Patriarchs, 
he feared that sending a new abun would enable Ethiopia to become more 
‘Greek’ (روم Rūm), which would lead them to becoming disobedient to both 
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him and the sultan.21 Kyril’s proclamation may not necessarily be viewed as 
reflecting any possible connection between Ethiopians and ‘Greeks’, how-
ever, as this was often an allegation against those who were perceived to be 
heretical to the Coptic tradition.22 Moreover, Kyril’s reluctance to send a new 
abun also ensured the support of the sultan for Kyril and his actions, as it 
aimed to maintain the Egyptian position to manipulate such matters for their 
own political motivations too. In any case, this quarrel led to an Ethiopian, 
an otherwise unknown metropolitan named Thomas, appearing in the Holy 
Land sometime between 1237–9 or 1241–2 wanting to be consecrated by the 
Jacobite Patriarch Ignatius III David of Antioch, despite that ability being 
solely reserved for the Coptic patriarch.23 This conflict between the Eastern 
Churches was not welcomed by senior Latin Christians in Jerusalem, nota-
bly the Templars and Hospitallers, who were outraged at Ignatius’ actions 
as it threatened the power balance in the Holy Land. It was important to 
the Latin Christians to not anger the Coptic patriarch by creating tensions 
with the recently installed Coptic bishop in Jerusalem (from 1237), as he 
had the potential ability to influence the Egyptian sultan against the Latin 
Christians.24 After all, the Latin Christian presence in Jerusalem was deli-
cately balanced following its brief  recapture between 1241 and 1244 after 
a decade of the city being reclaimed by the Latin Christians between 1229 
and 1239 as a result of the truce of the Sixth Crusade. The swift response 
by the Latin authorities against Ignatius highlights the ambition of main-
taining important positive relations with the Coptic patriarch, not least to 
act as a favourable intermediary with the Egyptian sultan. As such, Latin 
Christian engagement during this period with the Coptic patriarch appears 
to have centred on the notion of self-preservation, rather than in hope of 
facilitating contact with either Nubia or Ethiopia. However, did any hope for 
Latin Christian engagement with either Nubia or Ethiopia have to rely on the 
favour of the Coptic patriarch?

Regarding either Nubia or Ethiopia, the earliest Latin Christian reference 
to a successful mission appears in a letter sent by Pope Clement IV (r. 1265–8) 
in 1267 to the Dominicans in relation to preaching in the lands of the 
Aethiopum (meaning the region of north-east Africa) and Nubians 
(Nubianorum), amongst others. The letter directed them to utilise the knowl-
edge of Brother Vasinpace who was said to have travelled to these places 
previously.25 No other evidence attests to, or casts doubt on, Vasinpace’s suc-
cessful travels, with Jean Richard accepting Clement’s claim outright.26 
Further missions were planned. In September 1288, Nicholas IV sent a letter 
to brothers preaching in the terras infidelium, in both non-Christian and 
Christian lands, who were not subject to the pope. The missionaries were 
urged ‘to convert and unite them to the Christian faith, receive and baptise 
them, and add them as children to the prevailing Church’ (converti ad uni-
tatem christiane fidei cupientes, recipere, baptizare et aggregare ecclesie filiis 
valeatis).27 Furthermore, in July 1289, Nicholas IV sent letters to each of the 
patriarchs, bishops, and ‘other prelates’ of the Jacobites, Nestorians, 
Georgians, Armenians, the archiepiscopo Ethiopiae, and episcopis et aliis 
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Ethiopiae praelatis praising the Christian world whilst alluding to a sense of 
ecumenicalism.28 This ecumenical desire by the Latin Christians is further 
compounded in additional letters sent in 1289 to the people of ‘Ethiopia’ 
(populo Ethiopiae), the emperor of ‘Ethiopia’ (imperatori Ethiopiae), all the 
Nestorian peoples, Demetry, king of Georgiae, and David, king of Yberorum, 
seeking a Christian union.29 Any lack of Latin Christian engagement with 
Nubia was certainly not through lack of trying or desire. By the latter dec-
ades of the thirteenth century, there was a concerted Latin Christian effort to 
engage with Nubia and, to a lesser extent initially, Ethiopia.

The fourteenth century witnessed an increased vigour for Latin Christian 
preaching in Nubia. John of Montecorvino was said to have travelled to 
‘Ethiopia’ during his preaching in India sometime around 1305/6 as a result of 
supposedly being requested by ‘Ethiopians’. It is unknown who exactly these 
supposed ‘Ethiopians’ were if, indeed, this was not a rhetorical ploy by John to 
overstate his preaching successes.30 A decade later, eight Dominicans were said 
to have left Egypt to preach in the lands of the Aetiopes (Nubia) and the 
Abissinos in 1316, possibly in connection with the arrival of the Nubian 
‘Ethiopian’ embassy between 1300 until an unknown date after 1314 to be dis-
cussed in the next chapter. The Dominican mission does not appear in any 
Nubian or Ethiopian sources and is only known through later Latin Christian 
sources, which has led some historians to question its validity, though wider 
contextual evidence lends support to it.31 The successful arrival of this mission 
is unknown, yet it is perhaps notable that by the following year, the Christian 
ourou had been replaced with a Muslim – Ourou David II’s (r. c. 1268–c. 76) 
nephew, Baršanbū – by the Mamlūks who himself was usurped within the 
year by the Kanz al-Dawla Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad, during a period 
which also witnessed the cathedral of Dongola converted into a mosque.32 It 
remains possible that these events are related, if not directly linked. When 
exactly the missionaries arrived is unknown, but in late 1329, Pope John XXII 
(r. 1316–34) sent a letter to the ‘magnificent Emperor of “Ethiopia”’ (Magnifico 
viro Imperatori Aethiopum), possibly upon hearing of the succession of the 
Christian ourou Siti, which appears to praise the otherwise unnamed ruler for 
his treatment of some preachers, presumably those who had left earlier in 
1316.33 The Kanz al-Dawla still claimed rulership over Dongola in 1333 but the 
date of Siti’s succession remains unclear as he is attested from at least 1331. 
There would appear to have been yet another period of contestation over the 
Dotawon throne. Whilst no direct connection can be established, it is particu-
larly notable that Pope John was the same pope who had received Marino 
Sanudo’s crusade treatise, which highlighted the military importance of the 
Nubians, which will be discussed later in this chapter.

There is one tantalising inscription which has been uncovered at the church 
at Banganarti, across from the capital of Dotawo, Dongola. Dated to between 
c. 1250 and c. 1350, the graffito is written in Provençal and attests to nothing 
more than an otherwise unknown Beneseg’s presence in Dotawo during the 
period of the Dominican mission.34 The graffito is located in the chapel of 
Archangel Raphael. It is unclear as to what or who the graffito is precisely 
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aimed at but if  it was directed at the Archangel, it would fit with the role of 
the Archangel as being the protector of pilgrims, if  Beneseg was even one.35 
The placement of the graffito also provides circumstantial evidence for a pos-
sible Dominican background of either Beneseg or if  he was a companion to 
the main group. The graffito is neatly placed amongst the surrounding Greek 
and Old Nubian graffiti, which suggests an active respectful desire to not 
write over those left by others. Such understanding of the texts would imply 
that Beneseg or his companions either understood these languages in some 
capacity or, at least, respected the other graffiti. In relation to the 1316 mis-
sion, it is noteworthy that the preachers were Dominicans who, by order of 
their General Chapter since 1236, were required to learn the languages of the 
peoples that they preached to, thus providing them with such possible lin-
guistic knowledge which would explain the thoughtful placement of the graf-
fito.36 Regrettably, evidence for Latin Christian learning of African languages 
prior to their systematic study from the sixteenth century is extremely lim-
ited, despite certain logical conclusions which can be derived as a result of 
consistent engagement and interaction, especially in the Holy Land. Whilst 
inconclusive, was Beneseg in some way connected to the Dominican 
mission?

The 1316 mission’s ultimate success appears to have resulted in the ordain-
ing of Bishop Tivoli as bishop of Dongola in 1330, at least as far as the Latin 
Christians were concerned.37 There is no other evidence for Tivoli’s tenure or 
even that he took up residence in Nubia other than a note by Francisco 
Álvarez in the early sixteenth century who stated that it was because of the 
death of a bishop from Rome (presumably to be linked to Tivoli) in Nubia 
and the subsequent restriction imposed by Mamlūk Egypt on Nubia against 
receiving another Latin bishop which caused the loss of Christianity in Nubia 
by his time.38 The residence of Bishop Tivoli remains contested in scholar-
ship. For example, Carlo Conti Rossini rejected the bishop’s presence out-
right, whilst John Phillips has suggested that it was a confusion for Bishop 
Bartolomeo da Podio of Maragha in Iran. Neither of which, however, 
acknowledge Álvarez’s statement.39 Bishop Tivoli certainly became symbolic 
in the later decades of the Portuguese presence in Ethiopia. According to the 
Spanish Dominican Luis de Urreta in 1611, Tivoli had also founded a mon-
astery in Tǝgray in northern Ethiopia.40 There is no contemporary evidence 
at all for this. If  anything, such a claim only serves to attest to the historicity 
of Bishop Tivoli’s residence in Nubia for any claim of his apparent actions in 
Ethiopia to have had any credibility. Luis de Urreta’s own authorial motives 
are important. His account was specifically written with the intention to 
highlight the earlier Dominican presence in Ethiopia before the arrival of the 
now dominant Jesuits so that the Dominicans could gain increased favour as 
the ‘original’ preachers in Ethiopia. His association between Tivoli and 
Ethiopia otherwise holds no historical merit.

Evidence for how far these Latin Christian missions were successful in 
their aims or even their capabilities may remain circumstantial and debatable. 
However, it is clear that the Latin Christians certainly had the intention to 
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engage with the Christians of north-east Africa. In terms of Ethiopia, how-
ever, it remained secondary to Nubia, and there is no evidence, circumstantial 
or otherwise, of Latin Christian preachers arriving in Ethiopia during the 
period in question without an anachronistic misunderstanding of ‘Ethiopia’ 
in the Latin Christian sources despite their otherwise intended desires. Whilst 
Ethiopia was not completely ignored as a destination for the Latin Christians, 
it would appear to have remained a desire rather than a reality. The contrast-
ing results of the 1316 Dominican mission to Nubia and Ethiopia would 
seemingly attest to this. Preaching was not merely limited to reconciling the 
theological differences between different Christians with the Latin Christian 
rite either. Every attempt at reaching out to Nubia, and to the lesser extent 
Ethiopia, by the Latin Christians continued to increase Mamlūk wariness 
of the possibility of a Nubian-Latin Christian alliance. Even though the 
potential success of engagements as a result of preaching may not necessarily 
appear connected to military endeavours, their results and feasibility added 
to the hopes of the Latin Christians. Even before preaching expanded in the 
second half  of the thirteenth century, Latin Christian military desires for 
Nubia had been circulating. The missions only served to strengthen these 
desires.

The Latin Christian Need for Military Aid

From the earliest years of the Crusader States, the Latin Christians were in 
need of constant military support from Western Europe. As this did not 
always prove fruitful, increasingly, Eastern Christians, most notably the 
Byzantines, began to be considered as potential allies as the twelfth century 
wore on. Christian Africans took a slower trajectory in Latin Christian mili-
tary discourse despite rumours of both Nubian and ‘Abyssinian’ power from 
the early thirteenth century. It was only towards the end of the century, how-
ever, that the Nubians became the first of the two to be considered as poten-
tial allies by the Latin Christians. Certain Eastern Christians were wary of 
provoking the Fāṭimids if  they were seen to be actively cooperating with 
the Latin Christians, particularly in areas closer to Egypt. This was explicitly 
recorded in relation to Baldwin I’s (r. 1100–18) expedition to the Red Sea in 
1116, for instance, where he was said to have been persuaded not to travel to 
St. Catherine’s monastery in Sinai by its resident monks, who most, if  not all, 
were Eastern Christians, out of fear of angering the Fāṭimids as it was only 
four days’ march from there to Cairo.41 The presence of Baldwin may have 
been perceived as an active threat to the Fa ̄ṭimids with the monks being 
viewed as collaborators, which they actively wanted to avoid.

It is not clear whether the early twelfth-century Latin Christian relation-
ship with the Red Sea was the cause or result of initial developing knowledge. 
Even though King Baldwin I extended the Kingdom of Jerusalem towards 
the Red Sea in the latter years of his reign, only Fulcher of Chartres of the 
early crusade writers makes any notice of the geography of the Red Sea and 
the Indian Ocean. Following the chronicling of Baldwin’s expedition, Fulcher 



134 Latin Christian Uses of Developing Knowledge of Nubia and Ethiopia

made a brief  tract on the Red Sea but with no knowledge that can be viewed 
as particularly novel beyond what can be gleaned from classical sources, 
offering no detail on the sea’s major ports, for instance.42 Indeed, according 
to Albert of Aachen, King Baldwin I only became acquainted with St. 
Catherine’s Monastery at Sinai as a result of his expedition to the Red Sea in 
1116.43 The building of the castles at Montréal and Li Vaux Moise, the first 
entirely new fortresses built by the Latin Christians since their arrival, would 
suggest that they felt their engagement with the Red Sea was, or would 
become, important.44 Moreover, the Latin Christian presence and settlement 
in the Petra region between Jerusalem and the Red Sea during the twelfth 
century would further portray a Kingdom of Jerusalem that was very attuned 
to its surroundings and the potential avenues to wealth via the trade routes to 
the south.45 The Latin Christian presence on the island of Jazīrat Firʿawn 
near Aqaba, known to the Latin Christians as Ile de Graye, is the most direct 
evidence of at least some Latin Christian interest in the sea, even if  what 
interest this may have been is not overtly clear in the surviving sources. The 
Latin Christian presence had a terminus ante quem of 1171 when the island 
was conquered by Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn, though the date of its establishment remains 
debatable. Traditionally, scholarship has dated the Latin Christian presence 
at Ile de Graye to be contemporaneous with the building of Montréal and Li 
Vaux Moise (from 1116). However, Hans Eberhard Mayer has dated this 
presence to not before 1134 on account of an apparent reference to a Faṭ̄imid 
governor at Aqaba in a firman̄ from the Fāṭimid caliph al-Ḥāfiẓ to the monks 
at Sinai in that year.46 Denys Pringle has urged further caution and dated to 
the presence to not before 1154 owing to al-ʾIdrīsī’s reference of that year to 
the island being populated and controlled by Arabs.47 It is possible that Ile de 
Graye co-existed with the Muslim port of Aqaba, located 15 km apart, but it 
would otherwise appear likely that the Latin fortress was built in the 1160s 
during the multiple Latin Christian expeditions to Egypt. Archaeology has 
yet to provide significant proof of a more specific date either. Simply, the 
scale of an established Latin Christian presence on the shores of the Red Sea 
during the twelfth century remains an open question.

Beyond the question of the Latin Christian military presence at Ile de 
Graye, there is suggestive evidence of their engagement with Red Sea trade 
more broadly. Despite limited sources attesting directly to Latin Christian 
involvement in the Red Sea trade, increasing engagement can be arguably wit-
nessed in the appearance of the mentioning of the key port of ʿAidhāb in 
some Latin Christian texts in the second half of the twelfth century.48 Certainly, 
Roger of Howden travelled to ʿAidhāb during his travels in the latter third of 
the twelfth century.49 How expansive the Latin Christian engagement with the 
Red Sea trade was is currently difficult to determine based on current evi-
dence, as other important ports do not appear in Latin Christian texts for at 
least another two centuries.50 Nevertheless, the increased Fāṭimid interest in 
the Red Sea from the beginning of the twelfth century suggests a wariness 
over the developing competition between Egypt and the newly established 
Crusader States over Red Sea trade, especially on account of its economic 
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importance to Egypt for funding any maintained war effort.51 Whatever the 
case, it would appear that any Latin Christian engagement with the Red Sea 
remained relatively confined to the sea’s northern half. This would appear to 
be suggested by the fact that the origins of goods which were acquired indi-
rectly from East Africa – such as rock crystal, which was used in churches for 
decoration throughout Latin Christendom – did not produce similar docu-
menting of more southerly ports.52 This more northerly focus may also explain 
the initial Latin Christian interest in Nubia, rather than Ethiopia. Ethiopia’s 
key port of Sawākin, which is roughly 370 km directly south of ʿAidhāb, 
for instance, is not noted during this early period in any surviving text penned 
by a Latin Christian. The focus on ʿAidhāb is particularly notable when we 
consider Reynald of Châtillon’s Red Sea ‘raid’ of 1182–3, to be discussed later 
in this chapter, which specifically targeted the port.

The Latin Christian presence at Aqaba, no matter how brief, and their 
engagement with the Red Sea trade is significant when viewed alongside the 
activity of Nubians and Ethiopians in the Red Sea. For example, ʿAidhāb is 
noted as the principal terminus for traders from the two ‘Ethiopias’ trading 
between the Red Sea and Alexandria in the thirteenth-century Old French con-
tinuation of William of Tyre, which likely reflected much earlier knowledge.53 
Moreover, Ethiopia was recorded in the early thirteenth century by the German 
pilgrim Thietmar as being an active component of the Red Sea trade.54 It would 
have been extraordinarily unlikely that Latin Christians avoided all interaction 
with Nubians and Ethiopians in the wider Red Sea region. Ethiopian or Nubian 
traffic through Aqaba would be notable given the Latin Christian presence 
there during part of the twelfth century for fostering interactions. For instance, 
Nubian and Ethiopian pilgrimage routes to the Holy Land have been presumed 
to have been undertaken primarily along the Nile, especially as Red Sea routes 
are attested much later in sources, but this may also have included a Red Sea 
route via ʿAidhāb throughout the period in question here. Certainly, ʿAidhāb 
was of enough importance to warrant its sacking by ourou David II in 1272, 
and it is noteworthy that later sources state that many inhabitants of ʿAidhāb 
fled to Dongola after it was sacked by the Mamlūk sultan Barsbay in 1426, 
possibly reflecting the connections built through trade and pilgrimage.55 Indeed, 
the archaeological evidence from the monastery of Apa Dioscuros indicating 
the expansion of the facilities for accommodating pilgrims in Lower Nubia in 
the eleventh century would actually indicate an increasing number of Nubian 
pilgrims at least travelling north of the kingdom during the period in question 
who would likely have taken both Red Sea and Nilotic routes.56 In the case of 
Ethiopians, there is similarly little contemporary evidence for their use of a Red 
Sea route for pilgrimage. However, two ʾAksumite coins dating to the late sev-
enth or early eighth centuries found at Aqaba and later Ethiopian sources 
revealing to the Venetian Alessandro Zorzi in the early sixteenth century that 
pilgrims travelled to the Holy Land using a sea route between Sawākin and 
Sinai – presumably via Aqaba (the itinerary only states a ‘castle by the sea’ 
(castel a marina) called Coser, presumably reflecting an understanding of the 
generic Gəʿəz qaṣr/qəṣr, ‘fortress’) – would suggest a case for an overall 
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continual use of this route.57 An Ethiopian inscription left in the Wādī Ḥajjaj in 
eastern Sinai by one ʾAgaton, a monk from the otherwise unknown monastery 
of Däbrä Manz (?), which has been dated to before the seventh century, is fur-
ther suggestive of an historic pilgrimage route via the peninsula which most 
likely operated through the Aqaban Peninsula.58 It is no coincidence that Latin 
Christian engagement with the Red Sea, both economically and militarily, also 
coincided with early developing interest in the military prowess of Nubia and 
Ethiopia.

Importantly, this military interest was the focus of writers who were both 
resident in the Holy Land or had travelled there and also those who had not 
left Western Europe. The latter is of particular note as it would indicate that 
this information was actively sought. This appears to have been the case in 
the universal Chronica (wr. finished c. 1174) of the Benedictine Cluniac monk 
Richard of Poitiers. In his text, the following passage appears:

Regarding the King of Morocco, who is called the King of Assyria, and 
the King of Bugie, and the King of Numidia, and of Libya and of 
Cyrene, and the King of Ethiopum we have rarely heard so few things 
that we are almost completely unaware of what is happening there.… 
This is because Christianity has been expelled from those lands by the 
false teaching of Muḥammad and [so] those people have cut themselves 
off  from the Roman Empire and from the Christian faith.… Similarly we 
know very little about the Sultan of Persia because his land is very dis-
tant, and is cut off  from us by religion and language, though they do say 
that there are Christian kings beyond the lands of the Medes and Persians 
and the Macedonians [who their people call bishops and kings] … [who] 
strongly attack the pagan nations in those parts whose fame has reached 
all the way to us. We have also heard that the King of Georgia and the 
King of Nubianorum do the same.… This was the state of human affairs 
in the year of the Incarnate Word 1172.59

The king of ‘Ethiopia’ should be seen as a generic description for an African 
Muslim ruler with no relation to the highland Christian kingdom. The King 
of Nubia, however, is clearly presented as a warring ruler who was fighting a 
Christian fight which had become known far beyond the region. Whether this 
king was just heard to have been fighting Egypt or with other regional powers 
is unclear. In any case, the dating of 1172 is significant for reflecting upon the 
development of Nubia in Latin Christian discourse. Richard began writing 
his Chronica in 1156 with a dedication to Peter the Venerable, thus suggesting 
that the text was developed over a c. 18-year period. However, information 
regarding Nubia was only provided in a narrow two-year period towards the 
end of the text, as Nubia does not appear in relation to any events prior to 
1172. Not only does the passage arguably reflect growing Latin Christian 
interest in Nubia by Richard’s active decision to insert the narrative, but it 
could also possibly specifically reflect the contemporary state of affairs sur-
rounding the events of Tūra ̄nshāh’s raid of 1172–3, especially if, as Abū 
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Šāma (wr. c. 1240s) noted, the raid was in retaliation for a Nubian attack at 
Aswan.60 Whether the noting of the Nubian king’s conflicts against ‘pagans’ 
was reflecting specific knowledge of events or was a general description, he 
was clearly portrayed in a position of strength.

More importantly for the relevance of Richard’s writing process, although 
information regarding Nubia likely travelled to Latin Europe earlier than the 
1170s to supplement the cartographical information found in Hugh of St. 
Victor’s c. 1130 Descriptio, Richard was the first to project this knowledge as 
evidence of Nubian power in the known surviving Latin Christian corpus. This 
can be seen as an active decision by Richard as not only was the information 
received late in the production of his work but also his listed sources –  
Isidore, Theodolfus, Josephus, Hegesippus, Eutropius, Titus Livy, Suetonius, 
Aimoinus, Justinus, Freculphus, Orosius, Anastasius, Anneus Florus, Gregory, 
Bede, Ado, Gildas, Paul the monk, and ‘of a few others’ (et quorumdam alio-
rum) – would not have provided the framework for reflecting the contemporary 
power of Christian Nubia, as none of these writers were contemporary them-
selves.61 Dominique Iogna-Prat has argued that the extension of Richard’s 
work would not have been out of character for Peter the Venerable’s own fear 
of the confrontation with Islam against a disunited church, particularly with 
the text focusing on Islam’s geographical advancement towards Christian 
realms.62 It is possible, therefore, that Richard actively sought such information 
regarding the strength of Christian Nubia in support of the motivations behind 
his chronicle, suggesting that the insertion of the passage including Nubia’s 
king was not by accident. Whether Richard sought or passively received such 
information is uncertain, but it does highlight how the knowledge networks of 
the East were disseminating contemporary knowledge of north-east Africa far 
and wide amongst Latin Christians and how this informed Latin Christian 
discourse towards the wider Holy Land/Egypt region.

Nubia was not alone in being recorded as a strong regional power in the latter 
half of the twelfth century. There is also at least one first-hand Latin Christian 
account of tensions in the wider region regarding Ethiopia. A text attributed to 
Roger of Howden places him active in the Red Sea in the final third of the twelfth 
century where he reported information that he had heard. Interestingly, contrary 
to the focus on Nubia, Roger’s text is a rare example of an early focus on Ethiopia. 
Notably, Roger correctly identified Ethiopia’s contemporary continual tensions 
with Aden, whose ruler he called Melec Sanar (malik of Sana’a), and, more 
intriguingly, identified Ethiopia’s (Abitis: his understanding of Ḥabaš) ruler as 
King John long before any associations with the kingdom and Prester John.63 As 
no ruler went by that name, the most likely explanation would appear to be that 
Roger mistook the Gəʿəz word ğan (ጃን, ‘majesty’) for the Venetian personal 
name Gian (or Zane) during interactions with Ethiopians at some point on his 
journey. Indeed, this possible origin for the name of the later Prester John was 
proposed by Constantin Marinescu a century ago.64 This period is also notable 
for Ethiopian regional conflict, particularly towards the Red Sea, as illustrated 
by a land grant by the twelfth-century ḥaḍe Ṭanṭawǝdǝm to the church at 
Ura Mäsqäl in Tǝgray, which alludes to his victories over nearby Muslims, 
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presumably in locations towards the Red Sea.65 Even into the thirteenth century, 
Ethiopia made another rare appearance in the Latin Christian corpus in this 
vain. For instance, the pilgrim Thietmar noted during his pilgrimage between 
1217 and 1218 how the Issini frequently fought against the Egyptians and that its 
ruler was able to march on Cairo and remove every brick if he so wished – though 
this was likely a conflation with contemporary rumours of Nubia.66 Despite this, 
however, Latin Christian interest in, or even knowledge of, Ethiopia remained 
secondary to Nubia.

Little else appears of note in the Latin Christian sources for the remainder 
of the twelfth century, including regarding the supposed ‘raid’ of Reynald of 
Châtillon on ʿAidhāb in 1182–3. Motives for the expedition are unclear, as 
almost all testimonies to the event are by Muslim writers who emphasised the 
threat posed by the ability of the Latin Christians to reach Mecca. In compar-
ison, the event is only described in two short lines in the late twelfth- century 
Chronicle of Ernoul, which merely noted that the event happened but without 
explanation and that nothing more was known of its participants.67 The expe-
dition has traditionally been viewed as a raid due to modern opinion of 
Reynald which has emphasised his independent nature and his likeliness to be 
a threat to both the Crusader States and to Muslims simultaneously.68 However, 
Reynald has equally been deemed to have committed himself to the Crusader 
cause for the remaining years of his life following his release from captivity in 
Aleppo in 1176.69 The expedition itself is considered a failure considering the 
lack of Latin Christian attention paid to documenting it. Yet, did the ‘raid’ fail? 
Importantly, if viewed as part of a wider plan, such as to divert Ṣalāḥ 
ad-Dīn’s attentions away from Syria, the expedition could even be said to have 
been somewhat of a success, as it successfully did distract Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn 
from any further advances for the following two years as he tried and failed to 
capture Reynald.70 Similar attention paid to Arabia by Reynald would suggest 
a concerted interest in the region.71 If this was the case, viewing the expedition 
as part of a wider Latin Christian strategy, or even the specific endeavours of 
Reynald, begs the question of the role of Latin Christian knowledge of the Red 
Sea. It is more than likely that the focus on ʿAidhāb was not accidental and 
can even be suggested to have directly correlated with burgeoning Latin 
Christian knowledge of Nubia and Ethiopia.72 Regrettably, no contemporary 
African sources survive to reveal either a Nubian or Ethiopian perspective on 
what they knew of the activities of the Latin Christians in the Red Sea.

Muslim sources explicitly mention that Reynald’s fleet attacked ʿAidhāb, 
yet this poses the question of where this actually was. Exploratory fieldwork 
by David and Andrew Peacock has not found a viable port at ʿAidhāb other 
than at Halaib, 20 km to its south.73 If  this was the case, it remains unclear 
whether the Latin Christians arrived at the port or at the town. Moreover, 
even the framing of the fleet as an aggressor may be problematic in light of 
the one-sided surviving evidence. Any conflict at ʿAidhāb may have been sec-
ondary and not the original intention. For example, the fleet may have arrived 
looking to enquire about the port’s access to gold with relations only turning 
sour possibly after some form of internal conflict. Since the 1170s, Egypt had 
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begun to debase its gold coins as a gold crisis affected the economy, which 
Amar Baadj has specifically connected to Sạlāḥ ad-Dīn’s early aggressive pol-
itics towards Nubia, its principal gold market after the Faṭ̄imid loss of North 
Africa.74 William of Tyre was certainly amongst contemporaries to note the 
importance of the gold trade to Egypt, and the numismatic evidence would 
also suggest that the Latin Christians were well-aware of the gold crisis as the 
fineness of gold coins from the Crusader States decreased during this time 
due to disruptions in gold supply.75 The Latin Christians certainly had a 
material and political motive to attack important ports, but why did they 
choose ʿ Aidhāb? Any Latin Christian involvement in the Red Sea trade would 
likely have fostered knowledge of the African coast. For instance, it was 
widely known by Red Sea navigators that the Arabian shoals were much more 
difficult to navigate than those on the African side of the sea, thus making 
ʿAidhāb a premeditated and more easily navigable ‘target’.76 The lack of an 
‘attack’ on other significant ports such as Sawākin and Bāḍiʿ would suggest 
that the Latin Christian engagement with ʿAidhāb, in whatever form it took, 
was premeditated and built on developing knowledge of the region.
ʿAidhāb’s connections with Nubia may be of note here. ʿAidhāb was known 

to be a route of twelfth-century Faṭ̄imid trade to Nubia, whilst the traders 
from the two ‘Ethiopias’ (Ethiopes), noted by the continuation of William of 
Tyre, trading in pepper (poivre), spices (espices), ointments (oignemenz), elec-
tuaries (lectuaires), precious stones (pierres precieuses), silks (dras de soie), 
and other many things (pluseurs choses) between ʿAidhāb and Alexandria 
were most likely Nubians.77 The extent of the political authority of Dotawo 
towards the Red Sea is not fully known. Yet, the inconsistent description of 
the local rule at ʿAidhāb by Muslim writers may suggest a more direct Nubian 
role with the port. During his travels through the port in 1183, Ibn Jubayr 
described ʿAidhāb as having its own sultan and that its population were appar-
ently Muslim Beja (اابجه: al-Bujah).78 Significantly, some contemporary Muslim 
writers actually associate the Beja with Nubians, whilst others distinguished 
the two, as well as the Ethiopians, to suggest that they were three independ-
ent kingdoms, with others noting that they were in fact Christian.79 With 
this confusion in the texts, it remains possible that Ibn Jubayr’s ‘sultan’ may 
have been a Nubian eparch or even a lesser Nubian political official who was 
viewed to have a lot of local power surrounding ʿAidhāb, despite his claim 
that the ‘sultan’ occasionally met the Egyptian governor to pledge obedience 
to him. Nubian evidence remains elusive but ourou David II’s attack on the 
port in 1272 may have been the result of the loss of Nubian influence over the 
port over the following century. Furthermore, in relation to the gold crisis of 
the 1170s, it was also said by Muslim writers that the important ʿAllaqī gold 
mines situated between ʿAidhāb and the Egyptian-Nubian border at the First 
Cataract were in the country of the Beja, which, given other confusions, could 
readily have been misconstrued as belonging to Nubia.80 ʿ Aidhāb may not have 
been a wholly random focus of Reynald’s fleet after all. Too little is known 
about the expedition to take this suggestion much further, but it would appear 
clear that the fleet was the result of Reynald’s focus on the wider region and the 
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combination of his personal ambition and wider Latin Christian knowledge.81 
The expedition was much more than a fleet consisting of wandering rogues 
or even necessarily intent on sacking Mecca as Muslim writers feared. What, 
then, were they doing, and could it have had something to do with burgeoning 
knowledge of Nubia? Currently, evidence is inconclusive. Whatever the case, it 
would appear that the Latin Christians were not ignorant of the situation in 
north-east Africa and what it could mean for their regional interests.

Incorporating Nubia into Crusader Strategy from the Thirteenth 
Century

Moving into the thirteenth century, Latin Christians became much more 
explicit about the potential importance of Nubia for their regional strategy. 
Nubia’s most obvious benefit to the Latin Christians was its position in rela-
tion to Egypt. However, when major crusading expeditions were directed 
towards Egypt from the Fifth Crusade (1217–21), there was no clear evidence 
of any Latin Christian attempts at collaboration. This was despite the grow-
ing knowledge of Nubia’s regional prowess and Latin Christian planning in 
relation to Egypt for the crusade. For example, Pope Innocent III (r. 1198–
1216) communicated several times with the Melkite patriarch of Alexandria, 
Nicholas I (r. 1210–43), prior to 1217, including inviting him to attend the 
Fourth Lateran Council in 1215), yet consistent relations with the Coptic 
patriarch, John VI (r. 1189–1216), remained elusive. Communication between 
the Latin papacy and Nicholas survived the failed crusade, but the Coptic See 
remained vacant between 1216 and 1235, restricting relations with the 
broader Coptic Church, and, most importantly, with the potential ecclesias-
tical link to the Nubians (or Ethiopians). The absence of clear interactions 
with the Copts in the planning of the crusade helps to explain the character 
of the circulating myth of the Nubian king during the siege of Damietta. As 
Benjamin Weber has suggested, it may have been the case that the Latin 
Christians were purposefully introduced to Nubian power by Copts during 
the Fifth Crusade.82 The papacy was seemingly ignorant of this narrative 
prior to the crusade. In which case, such reasoning would also suggest that 
information regarding Nubia circulating in the twelfth and early thirteenth 
centuries remained largely too decentralised, which inhibited its use in large-
scale crusade planning. The Coptic Church did seemingly hold the key in the 
earlier period for facilitating official interactions between the Latin Christians 
and the Nubians, though it appears that Copts, at least those in positions of 
authority, largely did not want to have been party to anything that could 
destabilise their position in Egypt with their Muslim rulers. Furthermore, 
even when the Coptic See had a patriarch in later decades, there is no evi-
dence of Latin Christian attempts to engage with Nubia, or even Ethiopia, 
prior to the next crusade to specifically target Egypt, the Seventh Crusade 
(1248–54) led by King Louis IX, which mostly repeated the itinerary of the 
Fifth Crusade. Instead, it took some time for Latin Christians to attempt to 
bypass the Coptic See and discuss Nubia directly.
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Nubia may even have been intentionally ignored in the planning of the 
Fifth Crusade; importantly before the circulation of the Damietta myth of 
the Nubian king. Arnold of Lübeck has been argued by Volker Scior to have 
been on a mission to accumulate knowledge of Egypt and neighbouring 
regions in his Chronica specifically for Fifth Crusade planning. Yet, in rela-
tion to Nubia, Arnold only repeated Bernard of Strasbourg’s brief  remark of 
it being a Christian kingdom 20 days distance south of Egypt whose people 
were uncultured (incultus) and the land wild (silvestris).83 Certainly, the col-
lecting of information for the success of the crusade had been of particular 
importance to Innocent III who, prior to his premature death, was acutely 
concerned with having council from ‘prudent men’ (prudentum virorum) in 
the crusade’s planning, as evidenced in his 1213 papal bull Quia Maior origi-
nally calling for the Fifth Crusade.84 If  Arnold was collecting information, 
however, Nubia was not deemed to be important prior to the crusade. Indeed, 
Nubia may even have avoided focus because of the legacy of Latin Christian 
knowledge of Tūra ̄nšāh’s raid into Nubia in 1172–3. The identification of 
Nubia as one of Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn’s four brothers, along with Abesiam 
(Ethiopia), Leemen (Yemen), and Mauros (Libya or North Africa?), first by 
Ralph of Diceto (d. 1202), the Archdeacon of Middlesex, is possibly reflec-
tive of this knowledge of Nubia’s perceived subjugation.85 The motif  of 
Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn’s brother’s was repeated in the following decades by the 
likes of Roger of Wendover, in his Flores historiarum (c. 1235), and Matthew 
Paris, in his Chronica majora (wr. c. 1240s–50s), indicating that the narrative 
remained prominent.86 Equally, Uri Zvi Shachar has argued that the circula-
tion of knowledge regarding Tu ̄ra ̄nšāh’s raid into Nubia can be witnessed in 
the thirteenth-century Estoires d’Outremer, an Old French quasi-historical 
narration of events up to 1229 related to the broader William of Tyre textual 
traditions.87 Such narratives only served to further emphasise the image of a 
conquered Nubia in Latin Christian discourse in the first half  of the thir-
teenth century which may have quelled initial enquiry into Nubia’s military 
capabilities.

Even the appearance of the Damietta myth during the Fifth Crusade 
regarding the powerful Nubian king, who was said would rise up and scatter 
the bones of the Prophet Muh ̣ammad in Mecca, did not result in Latin 
Christians actively seeking to ascertain more information about the kingdom 
in the hope of facilitating collaboration. This was despite this same myth’s 
broader narrative having apparently correctly predicted the terror of S ̣alāḥ 
ad-Dīn and foretold that if  Damietta was captured and the Nubian king 
appeared, it would lead to the exaltation of Christianity and the defeat of the 
Muslims.88 Similarly, news of the Byzantine emperor’s respectful conduct 
towards the Nubian ‘king’ in front of the Fourth Crusaders in 1202, as wit-
nessed by Robert of Clari (wr. c. 1216), did not seemingly spur interests. 
There is little further embellishment in Robert’s text to over-exaggerate any 
power of the ‘king’ himself, but importantly he displays a Nubian ‘king’ who 
was universally respected across Christendom.89 These narratives of a power-
ful and influential Nubian king appear to have been isolated to each crusade 
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and did not provide the foundation for widespread Latin Christian military 
interest in Nubia. Notwithstanding the limiting factors of the overall weak-
ening position of the Crusader States during the thirteenth century and the 
politics of Latin Europe, concerted Latin Christian efforts with a Nubian 
interest did not initially materialise. It is likely uncoincidental that Nubians 
begin to more widely appear as an explicit military focus in Latin Christian 
discourse only after the era of preaching had begun in the middle of the 
century.

It was Pope Gregory X (r. 1271–6) who was the first Latin pope to oversee 
a strategy of seeking unity between Latin and Eastern Christians, which also 
included the Mongols, against the Mamlu ̄ks.90 The possible association of 
Nubia with the Second Council of Lyons in 1274, as posited by Giovanni 
Vantini, certainly would have reflected Gregory’s wider military policy, as 
well as the importance of preaching interactions noted earlier.91 However, 
any direct evidence of this connection remains circumstantial. Regrettably, 
Gregory’s short reign prohibited the exploration of his policy further, thus 
limiting the creation of tangible evidence. The quick succession of Gregory’s 
successors – there was immediately four popes in four years until Martin IV 
(r. 1281–5), and no pope had a reign longer than four years until Boniface 
VIII (r. 1294–1303) – limited desires to continue Gregory’s efforts. Importantly, 
events in the Holy Land during the latter decades of the thirteenth century, 
intensified by the fall of Acre in 1291 and the end of the Crusader States, 
forced the Latin Christians to continually adapt their crusading approach 
between self-preservation, territorial consolidation, and hopeful expansion.92 
Most of all, the fall of Acre expanded the geographical scope of crusading 
and its arenas as the Latin Christians were once again, for the first time since 
the arrival of the First Crusade, operating in a region with no settled military 
presence in the Holy Land.93 Crusading targets and the proposed means to 
achieve success were continually diversified. Increased attention towards 
Nubia was just one of the ways this change materialised.

One of the clearest and most explicit ways this was witnessed was in the 
changing nature of crusade treatises. These texts devised ways for a crusade to 
succeed and were presented to popes and secular leaders during the latter 
thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.94 Most crusade treatises do not dis-
cuss Eastern Christians at all, let alone foster any desires to explore potential 
collaboration with Africans. Indeed, some treatises, such as Fidenzo of 
Padua’s Liber recuperationis Terre Sancte (1274), describe the Jacobitarum, 
along with other Eastern groups, as cowardly and that they were no help for 
any fight because they were ‘not a war-like people’ (non sunt bellicosi).95 
Specifically in relation to Nubians, it is likely that Fidenzo included Nubians 
in his depiction of the Jacobites given the influence of Jacques of Vitry in his 
text, who specifically grouped the Nubians in his own discussion of the 
Jacobites in his Historia Orientalis, as previously noted. The early crusade 
treatises did not overly concern themselves with the Nubians. For instance, 
William of Tripoli only briefly noted that Nubia (Ethiopia) was south of 
Egypt and had always been Christian in his 1273 Tractatus de statu 
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Saracenorum.96 Yet, William refrained from any further discussion of the 
kingdom or provided any thoughts on potential cooperation. Reasons for 
the initial lack of interest in Nubia in such treatises may be twofold. Firstly, 
the early texts reflect Latin Christian strategy prior to the fall of Acre before 
any real military interest in the Nubians in such treatises was shown. 
Alternatively, this apparent disinterest may actually be suggestive of well-in-
formed Latin Christian authors who were well-acquainted with knowledge of 
certain events which would have limited contemporary belief in the capabili-
ties of Nubia. For example, Burchard of Mount Sion stated that he saw the 
King of Ethyopie (Nubia) being held captive in Cairo during his travels in c. 
1283.97 Ourou David II was indeed being held captive by the Mamlūks follow-
ing the fallout of the Mamlūk-backed installation of his nephew Shekanda 
(also known as Mashkouda) in 1276. The witnessing of David by Burchard is 
notable if  we accept Jonathan Rubin’s view that, based on an extended edition 
of Burchard’s text, Burchard was in fact actually relaying information to 
Latin Europe whilst operating as an envoy to the sultan.98 Knowledge of the 
turbulent politics of the 1270s and 1280s would not have filled Latin Christians 
with much hope that the Nubians would or could have been much help. It 
would also seem uncoincidental that Mamlūk rulers tried to portray their 
dominance over Nubia in correspondence with Latin Christian rulers. For 
example, the Mamlūk Sultan Qalāwūn described himself as the ‘Sultan of the 
Nubians’, which he specifically described as ‘the [former] land of King David’ 
in a treaty with Alfonso III of Aragon in 1290. This does not appear to have 
been mere diplomatic rhetoric either. Of the other territories ascribed to 
Qalāwūn, such as Egypt, Damascus, Aleppo, Jerusalem, Mecca, Yemen, and 
the Ḥijāz, in addition to being the sultan of all Muslims and the ‘king of all 
the East’, none necessarily overstated Mamlūk’s geographic reach with the 
exception of reference to Nubia.99 Latin Christians were being fed a particu-
larly weakened image of Nubia and for good reason: it was an Egyptian fear 
of a potential Nubian-Latin Christian alliance. For instance, according to the 
‘Ethiopian’ informants who informed the Ystoria Ethyopie of Giovanni da 
Carignano (wr. 1314–29), the Mamlūks used all their forces to prevent any 
Latin Christians going to ‘Ethiopia’ and any ‘Ethiopians’ reaching Latin 
Europe out of fear that an alliance would prosper and destroy them.100 That is 
not to say that there was a dramatic increase in crusade treatises which con-
cerned Nubia in the immediate decades, however. Even into the fourteenth 
century, treatises, such as the Hospitaller treatise La devise des chemins de 
Babiloine (1307), which centre on a strategy against Egypt, do not mention 
the Nubians – or Ethiopians for that matter – at all.

Nevertheless, what is most notable about the crusade treatises which do 
concern Nubia is that, despite their limited number, they feature in prominent 
treatises presented directly to the reigning pope. They were not inconsequen-
tial potential strategies. For example, William Adam, the French Dominican 
who wrote his De modo Sarracenos extirpandi in c. 1316–17 which was per-
sonally delivered to Cardinal Raymond William of Farges, nephew of the 
previous pope Clement V (r. 1305–14), exclaimed the importance of not 
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forgetting Ethiopia and allowing it to be cut off from the memory of the Latin 
Christians.101 William claimed to have travelled to Ethiopia and preached 
there at some point during the 20 months that he had been in the Red Sea 
region.102 Specifically for military strategy, William noted how Ethiopia was 
said to be willing to aid in the blocking of trade in the Red Sea as part of his 
proposed plan to cut off Egypt from its source of wealth.103 Nubia’s location 
and how it could affect Egypt was of particular interest to such strategies. 
William only describes his ‘true Ethiopia’ (verum Ethiopiam) as being west of 
the Red Sea, but it almost certainly was referring to Nubia.104 The text shows 
no awareness of the ‘Ethiopian’ embassy to Western Europe in the early four-
teenth century, which will be identified with the Nubians in the next chapter, 
though this may readily be explained by William’s travels and being absent 
from Latin Europe for some years. Notably, William also omitted much infor-
mation regarding ‘Ethiopia’, which he deemed to be irrelevant for the purpose 
of his treatise. He wrote in his treatise that ‘I could tell marvellous things about 
Ethiopia and certain islands except that the material does not belong in a book-
let of this sort and is not required by the brevity which I intend in this little 
work’.105 What more William could have added during the oral presentation of 
his work to the cardinal, if requested, will never be known. William was not 
alone in this endeavour of detailing the potential military importance of Nubia 
either, with at least two other notable examples further detailing strategies sur-
viving. Significantly, these additional two treatises were both directly given to 
their respective sitting popes: Het̕um of Corycus’ treatise delivered to Clement 
V in 1307 and Marino Sanudo Torsello’s to John XXII (r. 1316–34) in 1321.

Let us first begin with Het̕um of Corycus, an Armenian nobleman and 
monk. His work, La Flor des Estoires de la Terre d’Orient, was written in 
French (and later copied into Latin) during his time acting as an ambassador 
in France and was presented to Pope Clement V in 1307. Het ̕um is known 
for his role in attempting to strengthen ties between Armenia, Latin Europe, 
and the Mongols, but his role concerning Nubia is seldom discussed.106 Nubia 
(Nubie) first appears in his text with its mention as a Christian kingdom and 
that it lay 12 days south of Egypt through all desert and sand.107 Unlike other 
brief  notices, such as William Adam’s, however, Het̕um expands on Nubia’s 
potential importance to the success of enacting upon his treatise. Het ̕um 
found it important to stress that Nubia would be able to occupy the Sultan of 
Egypt so that he could not move into Syria, enabling the Latin Christians to 
re-occupy and re-fortify the cities of the Holy Land to such a degree that they 
would not fall again.108 Het̕um further directly stated to Clement,

Your Holy Father, you should write to the King of the Nubiens, who are 
Christians and were converted to the Christian faith by St. Thomas the 
Apostle in the land of Ethiope, so that they wage war against the sultan 
and his men. I greatly believe that these Nubiens, for the honour of Our 
Lord Jesus Christ and out of reverence to Your Holiness, would make 
war against the sultan and his men and would cause damage to their 
power, creating great trouble for the sultan and his men,
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before then suggesting that messengers from Armenia could act as intermedi-
aries.109 Not only were the Nubians championed as a key player in the Latin 
Christian fight back against the Mamlūks, but Armenia was also apparently 
able to facilitate such cooperation. There is no evidence of knowledge of Old 
Nubian in Armenia or Armenian in Nubia to validate this statement, if, 
indeed, an intermediary language was not used instead. The probability that 
the role of Armenia may have been embellished to strengthen Armenia’s own 
importance in order to receive the aid it needed in its own survival against the 
Mamlūks cannot be understated, however. Nevertheless, the portrayal of 
Nubia in the text, whether truthful or embellished, cannot be dismissed. 
Moreover, despite Het̕um not mentioning the early fourteenth-century 
‘Ethiopian’ embassy, his language is reminiscent of the language employed by 
Galvaneus de la Flamma’s (fl. before 1345) copying of Giovanni da 
Carignano’s tract (wr. 1314–29) about the embassy regarding the supposed 
Nubian ‘reverence’ (reverence) to the pope by Het̕um or their ‘ready obedi-
ence’ to him (paratus obedire).110 The absence of the embassy in Het̕um’s text 
can be readily explained by the dates. The embassy was only said to arrive at 
the papal court at Avignon in late 1312 or early 1313. Galvaneus’ rendition of 
Carignano’s report states that they only set out for Avignon when the King of 
Spain (Yspanie) had died, seemingly placing this sometime after the death of 
Ferdinand IV, king of Castile and León in late 1312, the closest death of any 
Spanish monarch to the embassy’s supposed date.111 This would further sug-
gest an explanation for Het̕um’s lack of notice of the embassy if  it had not 
arrived at the papal court, which was also then still resident in Rome, not 
Avignon, for at least another five years following his submission of his text to 
Clement in 1307. In any case, Het̕um made a clear and forceful case for the 
importance of Nubia in any future Latin Christian crusading endeavour, 
which may have influenced the embassy’s decision to later travel to Avignon 
if  this was following a papal request as encouraged by Het̕um.

This insistence to encourage the pope to be eager in facilitating military 
cooperation with Nubia was further emphasised by Marino Sanudo Torsello, 
a Venetian statesman and geographer who wrote the three books of his Liber 
Secretorum Fidelium Crucis between 1306 and 1321. Sanudo’s Nubia was 
noted to be in conflict with Egypt, which would make it an ideal potential 
ally, and was a key element of Sanudo’s proposed plan. Unlike Het ̕um, 
Sanudo provides practical geographical information about Nubia, such as 
the fact that there were 140 miles between Cairo (Babylon) and Syene (on the 
border of Nubia) and then 240 further miles until Meroë, though this infor-
mation was most likely gained from classical sources. He added that it took 
over 12 days to cross the desert between Egypt and Nubia, whilst suggesting 
that Nubia would be easier to reach via the Red Sea. For instance, he stated 
that the Eastern Desert of Egypt only took three days to traverse to reach 
Berenike – a late antique port directly east of Syene.112 His text acknowledged 
the limitations of supplying any army coming from the south due to the 
deserts and scarcity of all things surrounding Egypt, which may have further 
supported the importance of engaging with the Nubians, who would have 
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been used to such conditions.113 Sanudo further insinuated the economic role 
that Nubia would play following the mercantile importance of tolls in Egypt: 
‘Since the above [tolls] are imposed all over Egypt, and as far as ‘Ethiopia’ 
(Aethiopiam) and India they are of immense use to the sultan, his people and 
his merchants’.114 This is later compounded in his treatise through the sugges-
tion that if  the Latin Christians could gain control of the Nile via Nubian 
aid, for if  no ‘food or help [could] be brought from the upper Nile, from 
Aethiopia or anywhere else, so great will be the plight of the Egyptians. They 
will be compelled by extreme necessity to withdraw and give up the land 
because of famine’.115 Nubia had a significant role in this scheme, most 
clearly reflected by the explicit statement that successful cooperation with 
Nubia would result in the conquering of Egypt within four to five years.116

Sanudo’s Liber Secretorum was a further powerful case for Latin 
Christendom to reach out to Nubia. What makes the text even more reveal-
ing about the potential role that Nubia could employ was highlighted in the 
imagery accompanying the text, which similarly appears in both the manu-
script given to Pope John XXII in 1321 and other contemporary copies. On 
the whole, images are largely absent in the manuscripts, but one striking 
example appears opposite to a discussion of Nubia. The image depicts what 
appears to be an idealised crusade on Egypt, with the Latin Christians arriv-
ing by sea and Nubians attacking the rear of the Egyptian army. The sharing 
of the same flags and banners by the Latin Christians and the Nubians would 
insinuate a role for the Nubians akin to crusading in all but name. At least in 
this case, Nubians may even be said to have been characterised as fellow ‘cru-
saders’. Given the lack of other images throughout the text, it would suggest 
that Sanudo was specifically highlighting this option to the pope.117 This par-
ticular image also offers a potential insight into Sanudo’s absence of any dis-
cussion regarding the supposed early fourteenth-century ‘Ethiopian’ embassy. 
This can be explained by the fact that, although Sanudo wrote the text of 
Books Two (wr. 1312–13) and Three (wr. 1319–21) of his Liber where the 
Nubians appear contemporarily to the arrival of the embassy at Avignon, he 
did not travel to Avignon until sometime in 1321 prior to presenting his work 
to Pope John XXII, suggesting that if  the embassy was even still resident, any 
interaction would only have occurred post-completion. Sanudo had instead 
been primarily writing his work during residency in Italy and western Greece 
via additional stays in Rhodes, Alexandria, Armenia, Bruges, and other 
Hanseatic ports between Hamburg and Stettin.118 Crusade treatises were 
aimed at future plans and were not overly concerned with events that had 
happened, which would also explain the lack of reference to the embassy in 
Sanudo’s text.

It is particularly revealing that Ethiopia does not play any role in the text, 
although Habesse does appear on the accompanying world map at the end of 
the work.119 In fact, Ethiopia is not the focus of any contemporary crusade 
treatise. Sanudo’s, along with manuscript map provider Pietro Vesconte’s, 
geographical awareness clearly saw both African kingdoms separately, mak-
ing Sanudo’s active decision to ignore Ethiopia even more striking. The overt 
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focus was clearly on Nubia, which was presented as a key and viable potential 
ally. Despite its focus on Nubia, Sanudo’s treatise is further notable for its 
absence of any acknowledgement of contemporary Nubian politics, such as 
the installation of a Muslim ourou, Baršanbū, quickly followed by the Kanz 
al-Dawla Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad, in 1317, and the subsequent conver-
sion of the cathedral at Dongola into a mosque, all of which were perhaps 
unknown to Sanudo. Both events in Latin Europe and in Nubia were cer-
tainly not conducive to any attempt to establish cooperation, whether it had 
been welcomed by Nubia or not. In any case, any joint crusade failed to mate-
rialise, though this was due to other affairs in Western Europe rather than 
specifically due to negative news of Nubian affairs limiting Latin Christian 
enthusiasm.120 No major crusade expedition was launched during this decade 
despite one being called for at the Council of Vienne, which was convened in 
1312. Nevertheless, Nubia did once again feature in another crusade treatise 
in 1332, albeit in much less detail and conviction.121 No crusade plans which 
involved Nubia, however, were ever invoked. For example, the crusade which 
was planned following Pierre de la Palud’s appointment as Patriarch of 
Jerusalem in 1329 and his failed negotiations with the Mamlūks did not con-
sider utilising the treatises in relation to inspiring possible engagement with 
the Nubians.122 Even though later crusade plans did not feature Nubia, this 
may have been due to news of Nubia’s turn to Islam under Kanz al-Dawla. 
How quickly the Latin Christians became aware that this did not remain the 
case is unclear. Nevertheless, after the 1365 Alexandrian Crusade, no more 
crusades were aimed towards Egypt and Nubia lost almost all importance in 
Latin Christian strategy, which was ultimately further embedded by the 
opening of diplomacy with Ethiopia at the turn of the fifteenth century.

Unlike Nubia, Ethiopia avoided Latin Christian attention to their crusad-
ing schemes even despite the likes of Marco Polo portraying the scale of the 
‘great province’ of Abasce in his Travels (wr. 1298).123 The debate surrounding 
the validity of Polo’s descriptions is not necessarily important here, though 
his account of Ethiopia is accurate in terms of his apparent reference to 
Yagbe’ä Seyōn’s (r. 1285–94) regional conflicts. The significance of which 
would appear to explain why Polo actively chose to replace Nubia with 
Ethiopia in his recollections of regional African power based on his own first-
hand or secondary information.124 Moreover, both Ethiopian and Latin 
Christian rulers portrayed themselves as protectors of Eastern Christians, 
particularly those in Egypt, in the early fourteenth century.125 Yet, this appar-
ently shared role does not appear to have been acknowledged by either side 
during this period. All Latin Christian attentions were thoroughly fixated on 
Nubia. Even though Christian Dotawo remained a regional force at least until 
the turn of the sixteenth century – indeed, even showing signs of revival and 
expansion during the reign of Siti, the Christian ourou attested in the 1330s 
following the rule of the Kanz al-Dawla – Latin Christian interest in Nubia 
underwent a clear decline following Sanudo’s treatise and never regained the 
heights of its prior period of increased significance in Latin Christian dis-
course. What, then, did Dotawo and Ethiopia have to say about all this?
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as Zibid): ‘Descrittione dell’Africa, & delle cose notabili che iuo sono, per 
Giovan Lioni Africano’, in Primo volume delle nauigationi et viaggi nel qual si 
contiene la descrittione dell’Africa, et del paese del Prete Ianni, con varii viaggi, 
dal mar Rosso a Calicut & infin all’isole Molucche, dove nascono le Spetiere et la 



152 Latin Christian Uses of Developing Knowledge of Nubia and Ethiopia

navigatione attorno il mondo: li nomi de gli auttori, et le nauigationi, et i viaggi 
piuparticolarmente si mostrano nel foglio seguente, ed. G. B. Ramusio (Venice, 
1550), 87a (text); Leo Africanus, History and Description of Africa and of the 
Notable Things Therein Contained, trans. J. Pory [1600], ed. R. Brown, 3 vols. 
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Biblique, 87.4 (1980), pp. 597–601.

 59 De rege autem de Marroch, qui dicitur rex Asiriorum… et de rege Bugie et de rege 
Numidie et Libie et Cyrene et de Ethiopum tam rara et tam pauca audivimus, quod 
fere prorsus ignoremus, quid ibi agatur; ex quo enim christianitas de terra illa 
repulsa est propter errorem Mahumet, et gens illa incredula alienata est a nobis et 
ab imperio Romano pariter et fide christiana descriverunt… Similiter autem et de 
soldano Persidis propter terre longinquitatem et alienationem christianitatis et lin-
guam pauca novimus; preter quod dicunt, ultra Persas et Medos et Macedones 
christianos reges esse, [qui etiam gentis illius pontifices dicuntur et reges]. Ita enim 
fama ad nos usque pervenit. Illi autem valde vexant gentiles [nationes] regionum 
illarum. Rex quoque de Avesguia et rex Nubianorum, sicut audivimus, hoc idem 
faciunt.… Is status erat rebus humanis anno ab incarnato Verbo 1172: Ricardi 
Pictaviensis, ‘Chronica’, Ex continuatione recensionum D et E, 84.
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 99 Ibn A͑bd al-Ẓāhir, Tašrīf al-ayyam̄ wa-l-͑uṣur̄ fī sīrat al-Malik al-Manṣur̄, ed. M. 
Kamil (Cairo, 1961), pp. 156–64 (text); H. Holt, Early Mamluk Diplomacy 
(1260–1290): Treaties of Baybars and Qalaw̄un̄ with Christian Rulers (Leiden, 
1995), pp. 132–40 (trans.). The treaty was reissued between both parties’ succes-
sors, al-Ašraf Ḵalīl and James II, in 1293: al-Qalqašandī, Subḥ al-aʿša ̄fī ṣinaʿat 
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6 The Nubian and Ethiopian Response

Little Nubian and Ethiopian contemporary evidence survives which illumi-
nates what either kingdom thought of the events in the Holy Land or that 
explicitly connects them directly to any of the Latin Christian expeditions in 
any great depth. Instead, most of what can be surmised comes from Latin 
Christian texts or the developing fear of a possible grand Christian alliance 
which is insinuated in some Muslim accounts. Given Muslim Egypt’s increas-
ing preoccupation with Dotawo throughout the period in question, conflicts 
between Dotawo and Egypt should not necessarily be viewed in isolation of 
events elsewhere, however. Geopolitical perceptions could be just as potent as 
actualities. Similar to other Eastern Christian groups, there are no sources to 
suggest that either Nubians or Ethiopians adopted any crusading ideology or 
mentality akin to the Latin Christians. Yet, that is not to say that they were 
not affected by the broader regional geopolitics caused by the crusading 
movement. This chapter aims to contextualise the histories of Dotawo and 
Ethiopia between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries within a regional 
dimension which was not isolated from the arrival of the Latin Christians 
and the establishment of the Crusader States. No surviving texts directly 
relate that increased Muslim aggression towards Nubia was a direct conse-
quence of the Crusaders’ actions, but, as will be discussed here, some associ-
ations are insinuated, and many coincidental events took place that allow for 
a reframing of a narrative from a wider geopolitical regional perspective and 
should not be as readily dismissed as they currently are in scholarship. 
Ethiopia, on the other hand, appears to have avoided much open dispute 
with Egypt until the fourteenth century when its new Solomonic rulers began 
to reposition Ethiopia as the dominant north-east African Christian power.

As early as within a decade of the capture of Jerusalem in 1099, ʿAlī ibn 
Ṭāhir al-Sulamī wrote a treatise that characterised the Latin First Crusade as 
a wider Christian jihād against the Muslims but, importantly, one that began 
with the Norman conquest of Sicily in the 1060s.1 This Muslim ideology of 
crusading situated the Crusades within a broader Christian versus Muslim 
narrative. The question ‘who was perceived to be a Crusader?’, at least in the 
eyes of the Latin Christians, has already needed to be redefined in account of 
the images of Nubian ‘crusaders’ in manuscripts of Marino Sanudo’s Liber 
secretorum, particularly given its primary intended audience of Pope John 
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XXII, as discussed in the previous chapter. Very little scholarship has focused 
on Eastern Christian intellectual understanding of Latin crusading as a con-
cept except for Byzantine concepts of holy war.2 Current evidence restricts us 
from making any judgements on the understanding of either the Nubians or 
the Ethiopians regarding the notion of crusading, either of its ideology or its 
practicality. Nevertheless, some elements may be able to be extrapolated. For 
example, for the period prior to the Crusades, it has been argued that the 
Ethiopian tradition knew nothing of contemporary Latin Rome and only of 
the New Rome of Constantinople.3 Yet, it is worth mentioning that Eastern 
Christians have been argued by Christopher MacEvitt to have transferred 
Roman identity from the Byzantines to the Latin Christians during the 
Crusades.4 Presumably, this would likely have been the case for Ethiopians 
and Nubians too. In the case of Nubia, following Alexandros Tsakos’ analy-
sis of Old Nubian external toponyms, it seems likely that the Nubians did 
view Constantinople through the same cultural lens as other Eastern 
Christians.5 Did, then, this transferal of the identity of the ‘true’ Romans 
also occur in Nubia? Evidence is too limited to draw any definitive conclu-
sions, and comparative Ethiopian evidence is currently elusive.

If  the arrival of the Latin Christians did have a similar influence on Nubian 
and Ethiopian discourses akin to other Eastern Christian groups, it would 
underpin a new intellectual importance of Latin Europe in place of Byzantium 
which should not be overlooked when discussing Nubian-Latin Christian 
and Ethiopian-Latin Christian relations. For instance, apocalyptic discourses 
which concerned the meeting of a ‘Roman’ and ‘Ethiopian’ emperor would 
now concentrate attention on the power of Latin Europe, or a specific Latin 
Christian ruler, rather than Byzantium or its emperor. A Latin Christian 
would therefore become a desired political ally if  the situation required if  
diplomacy was to be inspired by apocalyptic narratives. However, whilst such 
narratives were certainly in circulation in Ethiopia by the fourteenth  century – 
such as in the Kəbrä nägäśt and the text of Pseudo-Shenoute – and were 
invoked in later Ethiopian-Latin Christian diplomatic correspondence, cur-
rent Nubian evidence is limited. That said, Nubians were unlikely to have 
existed in an intellectual vacuum in relation to apocalyptic narratives when 
these texts appeared throughout Christendom in Latin, Greek, Coptic, 
Syriac, Arabic, Gəʿəz, and Armenian, to name just a few languages.6 Despite 
the current absence of evidence, it remains possible that discourses which 
used the figure of the ‘Roman’ ruler to frame the image of the Nubian ourou 
circulated within Nubia, which would portray any engagement with the Latin 
Christians as evidence of Nubian worldly authority. Certainly, the signifi-
cance of the submission of ‘Rome’ to Ethiopia became an important motif  in 
Solomonic Ethiopian texts, such as in the gaḍl of  Yemreḥanna Krestos, spe-
cifically to emphasise Ethiopian orthodoxy.7 Whilst Muslim texts do not 
explicitly link Eastern Christians with the Latin Christian crusading endeav-
our, the fear of fighting Christian alliances increased. Such Egyptian fears 
first manifested their actions towards Nubia, first by the Ayyūbids and then 
later by the Mamlūks. Contextualising this relationship within a broader 
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geopolitical arena offers a new perspective on this period of the history of 
Dotawo. Ethiopia, on the other hand, largely maintained a peaceful relation-
ship with Egypt between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries. Solomonic 
Ethiopia’s success at remaining largely unchallenged in its adoption of ele-
ments of Nubian identity rested on this contrasting experience of both 
Dotawo and Ethiopia.

The Twelfth Century

Since the arrival of the Fāṭimids in Egypt in 969, the relationship between 
the Fāṭimids and the Nubians was largely peaceful until periods of increased 
tension began to appear in the twelfth century. The Fāṭimids were acutely 
aware that amicable relations with Nubia were vital for economic prosperity, 
especially for a steady gold supply.8 Contemporary texts are largely absent of 
conflict until the 1170s, but according to later writers, an unknown Nubian 
ourou was said to have marched on Egypt as early as 1107–8.9 There is no 
evidence that any Nubian expedition was connected to the recent arrival of 
the Latin Christians, but such an event would come to epitomise what Egypt 
became to fear: a coordinated Christian attack. Egypt notably began to 
increase its defences in the direction of its southern neighbour. For instance, 
in c. 1154, the Egyptian vizier offered Usāmā ibn Munqiḍh the fief of Aswan 
so that he could explicitly defend Egypt’s southern border against encroach-
ing al-Ḥabaša (الحبشة) and promised to supply him with men for the cause. Ibn 
Munqiḍh’s use of al-Ḥabaša would appear to be an error for Nubians given 
the proximity of Aswan to the border with Dotawo, and there are no other 
indications that Ethiopians were actually in open conflict with Egypt at this 
time.10 Indeed, al-Maqrīzī’s early fifteenth-century history about the Fāṭimids 
later noted that in 1161 ‘the King of the Nubians’ (malik al-Nūba: ملك النوبه), 
who can be identified as Moüses Georgios, marched against Aswan with 
12,000 horsemen and massacred a great multitude of Muslims.11 No Nubian 
source corroborates this, but in light of Ibn Munqiḍh’s text, both authors 
may be reflecting the same period of conflict. The fact that the former ourou 
Georgios IV had died in Egypt in 1157 may not be representative of a nar-
rative of peace, especially as Moüses Georgios had been on the throne since 
1155 and identified himself  as the nephew of one ourou David. It remains 
unclear whether Georgios, who ascended the throne in 1132, preceded or 
succeeded this otherwise unknown David I, but it would appear that Moüses 
Georgios’ self-association with David, rather than Georgios, may suggest 
that the former had been politically exiled to Egypt and was not necessarily 
there by choice.12 Significantly, Moüses Georgios reigned until the 1190s and 
oversaw a key period in Nubian-Egyptian relations.

Before continuing, it would be worthy to note here a key reason for the 
seeming disparity in references to Nubian-Egyptian conflict in comparison to 
Ethiopian-Egyptian conflict. Importantly, the difference between Dotawo’s 
and Ethiopia’s relationship with the Coptic patriarch may be significant. 
Unlike in Ethiopia, which required each new abun to be sent from Egypt, 



160 The Nubian and Ethiopian Response

Nubian rulers could anoint their own bishops. Beyond patriarchal subordi-
nation, Egypt had little leverage over Dotawo in this regard. Ethiopia, on the 
other hand, witnessed multiple Coptic patriarchs withholding the sending of 
a new abun. Significantly, this dynamic could also result in patriarchs empha-
sising their authority over the Ethiopian ruler, as was the case in 1235 during 
the patriarchate of Kyril III ibn Laqlaq upon the latter’s succession.13 How 
this contrasting relationship between the Nubian, Ethiopian, and Coptic 
Churches may have actually affected their respective affairs towards the 
Muslims of Egypt is not overly clear. However, during the 1140s, Bǝgwǝna 
desired more consecrated bishops from Egypt but their requests were met 
with Egyptian fears that they would then become disobedient if  they were 
given scope for religious autonomy.14 Even though this request was eventu-
ally granted, the emphasising of the power dynamic between Egypt and 
Ethiopia can clearly be witnessed fairly early during the crusading period. 
That is not to say that this event was related to the presence of the Latin 
Christians in the Holy Land but Ethiopia’s need for maintaining positive 
relations with Egypt was both political and religious. Dotawo, on the other 
hand, had no similar limitation and therefore could be perceived as being 
potentially more likely to become hostile by the Muslim Egyptians.

There is no direct evidence linking any of the early conflicts between Nubia 
and Egypt with the arrival of the Latin Christians, but they certainly did not 
heed the slow fostering of an increasing Muslim fear of being surrounded by 
Christian alliances from an early date. Certainly, Nubia was more than capa-
ble of being a notable threat, with evidence also indicating that Dotawo had 
a navy which may have been able to traverse the cataracts in addition to hav-
ing the ability to field sizeable armies.15 That said, there is no evidence of a 
Nubian naval assault against Egypt, neither via the Nile nor along its Red 
Sea coast. Notably, any period of conflict between Dotawo and Egypt in the 
early 1160s coincided with no less than five Latin Christian expeditions to 
Egypt throughout the decade, including resulting in a Latin Christian garri-
son being stationed in Cairo for a year in 1167–8. Despite the lack of contem-
porary texts discussing any further Nubian-Egyptian conflict which occurred 
alongside the Latin Christian expeditions, the description of the Christian 
Nubian king being in conflict with the Muslims by Richard of Poitiers in 
relation to 1172 may actually reflect an increasingly strained regional situa-
tion and not simply have been merely an exaggeration of the believed affairs 
of a ruler that the Crusaders had become newly acquainted with.16 Whilst 
there may have been no direct evidence of any budding relationship between 
Dotawo and the Latin Christians, a continual set of coincidental events cer-
tainly provided Muslim authors with reason to fear even the slightest possi-
bility of a Nubian-Latin Christian alliance. Indeed, such insinuations began 
to be voiced following one striking event which occurred in 1168/9.

Muslim chroniclers describe an alleged coup led by Nubian slave soldiers 
in Egypt in response to the installation of Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn as vizier.17 The coup 
was launched, or at least co-organised, by the Commissioner of the Caliphate, 
who was a Nubian eunuch and the muqaddam of  the Sūdān, due to Ṣalāḥ 
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ad-Dīn oppressing court officials and instigating a broader anti-Sūdān policy 
in the army.18 Strikingly, the commissioner was said to have sent a messenger 
to King Amalric to have the Latin Christians attack Egypt and march on 
Cairo where the commissioner’s men would aid their expedition to overthrow 
Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn. The messenger was caught on his way, however, supposedly 
on account of having new shoes which were in stark contrast to his otherwise 
ragged clothes. Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn soon learnt of this plot and had the commis-
sioner killed, initiating a revolt by the Nubian soldiers and other elements of 
the army against his men. These events only served to initiate Ayyūbid fear of 
a potential alliance between the Latin Christians and the Nubians, though 
there is no Latin Christian or Nubian evidence attesting to any connection to 
the uprising, the letter, or its aftermath. Yet, a desire to reach out to the Latin 
Christians by the Nubian regiments of the Egyptian army is not out of the 
realm of possibility. It would be most likely that the attempted alliance with 
the Crusaders in this instance may have been building on interactions with 
the Frankish garrison which was stationed in Cairo during 1167–8. It should 
be highlighted, however, that these Nubians were not acting on behalf  of 
Moüses Georgios of Dotawo. Nevertheless, Nubian-Latin Christian cooper-
ation in any form could pose a potentially significant threat to Egypt.

In addition to documenting this event, Ibn al-Athīr offers yet further 
detail. Despite incorrectly dating the uprising to 1174, he explicitly stated 
that the Sicilian fleet which attacked Alexandria in August 1174 was in direct 
response to the attempted allying with Amalric – Ibn al-Athīr also includes 
the ruler of Sicily, William II (r. 1166–89), too – by the revolters.19 Almost 
nothing is known about the Sicilian fleet from Latin Christian sources, 
which has led to Michael Fulton questioning the scale of the assault when 
viewed within the context of the desire to glorify Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn’s victories in 
the descriptions of the episode found in Muslim texts.20 Indeed, Sicily was 
lamented by Latin Christian contemporaries for offering little support to the 
Kingdom of Jerusalem, such as by William of Tyre.21 The absence of Latin 
Christian references likely reflects the failure of the fleet, not least due to the 
failed arrival of the army of the Kingdom of Jerusalem following the death 
of Amalric en route. However, Ibn al-Athīr’s direct association between the 
Nubian conspirators and a Latin Christian attack attests to the very real 
belief  of the possibility of a Nubian-Latin Christian alliance regardless of 
the question of the size of the Sicilian fleet of 1174. Moreover, these events 
should also be viewed amidst a series of activities. Whilst a direct connection 
is not attested in any source, the decision by Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn to send his brother, 
Tūrānšāh, to raid Nubia in 1172–3 may also be significant. According to 
some accounts, the raid was designed to acquire land for a safe retreat if 
Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn was pushed out of Egypt by Nur ad-Dīn from Syria. For oth-
ers, the raid was in response to a Nubian force harassing the Aswan region 
which also contained some of the former slave soldiers who were ousted fol-
lowing the events in Cairo in 1168/9.22 There is no evidence, however, which 
would suggest that any Nubian force was anything other than a local militia, 
rather than a more coordinated effort organised by Moüses Georgios, or at 
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least by a regional official acting on his behalf, such as the eparch. Whatever 
the reason, a Muslim garrison was left at Qasr Ibrim for about two years and 
temporarily turned its church into a mosque. The importance of the raid dif-
fers in accounts too. Later writers who wrote following Mamlūk aggression 
towards Dotawo a century later, such as Ibn al-Furāt, with the benefit of 
hindsight, consider the 1172–3 expedition to be just a raid (غارة, ghāra), with 
the later events of 1275, which will be related later in this chapter, being the 
real attempt at an Egyptian conquest (فتح, fatḥ) of Dotawo.23 That said, Abū 
Šāma, writing before the later Mamlūk successes, did call Tūrānšāh’s invasion 
a fatḥ, suggesting that at least some observers considered the initial expedi-
tion to be a serious attempt to gain land in Lower Nubia.24 Moreover, accord-
ing to Abū Šāma, Tūrānšāh expressly rejected an offer of peace from the 
ourou before the Nubians ultimately retook Qasr Ibrim, further emphasising 
that this was not intended to be a fleeting raid.25 Nubians were also party 
to the uprising of the Kanz al-Dawla of Aswan in 1174, as he gained the 
following of local Nubians, Arabs, and other communities.26 Many of which 
had relocated to the border region following the demolishing of their resi-
dences in Cairo by Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn after the 1168/9 uprising.27 Once more, these 
Nubians were not acting on behalf  of Dotawo, but it is not difficult to see 
how conclusions could be drawn in the belief, whether rightly or wrongly, of 
the potential desire of Nubians and Latin Christians to ally if  circumstances 
allowed in the eyes of those in Egypt, especially if  the rhetoric employed by 
Ibn al-Athīr became a very real reality. In this context, it may not be insig-
nificant that the Latin Christian presence on the Red Sea was also amongst 
Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn’s earliest targets. Whilst this may have been due to geographical 
proximity, it may be notable that Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn focused primarily on potential 
Nubian and localised Latin Christian threats, seemingly in a united fashion, 
from the outset.

No Nubian textual sources survive detailing any of these events. There is, 
however, a wooden plaque which may be viewed as representative of this set 
of conflicts. This Nubian plaque was found at Attiri, south of Qasr Ibrim, 
and dates to the second half  of the twelfth century. It depicts a dismounted 
military saint on one side with a protection prayer in Old Nubian to St. 
Epimachos on the reverse.28 Giovanni Vantini first argued for possible 
Crusader influences in the plaque, though this has subsequently been repeat-
edly dismissed by others.29 Given the wider political setting of Nubia during 
the plaque’s creation, this issue should be readdressed in light of other argu-
ments presented in this book. Not only may the plaque be viewed in relation 
to the turmoils with Egypt, but it may also represent tentative links to the 
Latin Christians, specifically through its artistic design. The depiction of the 
saint does not imitate other Nubian paintings of military saints, who are 
normally depicted with a spear, and not a sword. Moreover, the armour is not 
indicative of Nubian imagery and, on the face of it, particularly with the 
cross on the chest and the wearing of chainmail is more closely akin to Latin 
Christian styles.30 Włodzimierz Godlewski has argued that the plaque came 
from a local Nubian workshop along with five other examples.31 Regrettably, 
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the other four plaques associated with this one, do not reflect similar artistic 
designs to draw comparisons, further highlighting the plaque’s uniqueness. 
However, the plaque’s unique style has yet to be adequately explained. It may 
even be possible that the plaque was initially obtained outside of Nubia and 
then inscribed with the prayer upon its owner’s return. Further material anal-
ysis of the plaque will surely pose many more answers and, indeed, questions. 
Whether the plaque is of local or foreign production, or a mixture of both, 
does not detract from its cultural significance in terms of emphasising the 
desire for protection in light of the situation with Egypt. It would be too 
speculative to draw too many conclusions from it alone, but it certainly 
deserves a reassessment given the much wider historical context in which it 
should be viewed.

Following the retreat of the Egyptian force, Dotawo braced itself  for fur-
ther conflict. The defensive wall at Qasr Ibrim was rebuilt in the late twelfth 
century, whose Roman foundations – the last garrison of which withdrew in 
the late third century CE – still provided the structure for its defensive archi-
tecture and had been allowed to largely crumble away.32 Such an act is also 
significant as fortifications across Nubia often acted primarily as refuge cen-
tres for surrounding populations, rather than as protection for a permanent 
urban population within their walls.33 The timing of the defensive upgrade 
would appear deliberate.34 Similarly, elsewhere in Nubia witnessed an 
increased appearance of so-called ‘castle-houses’ which offered greater pro-
tection for local communities from attacks with examples dating to between 
the twelfth century and the end of the Christian kingdom. This new defensive 
two-storey house type, which was only accessible from above, was particu-
larly prevalent in the region between Qasr Ibrim and south towards Ferka, 
indicating a period of increased hostility.35 Furthermore, although Jay 
Spaulding has highlighted the lack of evidence that the Baqṭ – the diplomatic 
exchange of gifts between Nubia (Makuria/Dotawo) and Egypt established 
since 652 – was always an annual exchange, it is still notable that the subse-
quent period between 1171 and 1269 witnessed tensions due to the Baqṭ not 
being received.36 It would appear most likely that none of these events should 
be viewed in isolation. Whether Dotawo had any desire to play an active role 
in these wider regional affairs cannot be directly evidenced, yet it is clear that 
Muslim authors began to express fears that this may have been the case. By 
the end of the thirteenth century, following the arrival of the Mamlūks this 
association, whether warranted or not, would begin to have a detrimental 
effect on Dotawo.

In contrast, almost nothing is known of the international affairs of the 
so-called Zagʷe dynasty in Ethiopia. Unlike Dotawo, Ethiopia appears to 
have had little conflict with Egypt during this same period, with the exception 
of the aforementioned reluctance of the Coptic patriarch to send a new abun 
during the 1140s. Importantly, the Egyptian fear appears to have been cen-
tred on Zagʷe internal politics and not due to any fear of encouraging rela-
tions with the Latin Christians, however. In general, relations between 
Bǝgwǝna and Egypt, as far as the surviving evidence suggests, were largely 
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peaceful. The late fifteenth-century gadl of  the twelfth-century ḥaḍe 
Yemreḥanna Krestos even relates how he wrote to the Sultan of Egypt to 
request a door made from the tree of Libanos which the sultan had in his 
palace. Although the door was to be used for the nəguś’ ‘House of God’, the 
sultan sent it immediately once he saw the amount of gold on offer.37 Despite 
the noted issues surrounding the later production of the gadl within a 
Solomonic context, as previously highlighted, it would appear representative 
of the primarily positive relations between twelfth-century Bǝgwǝna and 
Egypt. Indeed, at the turn of the thirteenth century, the History of the 
Patriarchs records how Lalibäla (r. c. before 1204–after 1225), Yemreḥanna 
Krestos’ cousin, sent an embassy containing exotic animals and gold gifts to 
the Egyptian sultan in 1209. Significantly, Lalibäla was additionally depicted 
in a position of strength, which would suggest that the embassy appears to 
have been an act of friendship, rather than an act of fealty or organised out 
of a position of necessity from a position of weakness.38 Beyond Egypt, there 
is evidence of conflict between Bǝgwǝna and the Muslims residing towards 
the Red Sea during the reign of Yemreḥanna Krestos’ uncle, Ṭanṭawǝdǝm. 
A land grant to the church at Ura Mäsqäl in Təgray invokes his own victory 
over neighbouring Red Sea Muslims.39 There is no indication that this con-
flict had any connection with events beyond the kingdom’s immediate vicin-
ity. Whilst Nubia appears to have been increasingly brought into the regional 
geopolitics of the Crusades by the turn of the thirteenth century irrespective 
of the known intentions of Dotawo, Ethiopia appears to have remained 
removed from any connection, whether real or imagined, by external 
commentators.

The Thirteenth Century

Until the 1270s, sources are quiet on Nubian-Egyptian affairs. Yet, the evi-
dence of the development of more defensive structures in the Nubian archae-
ological record would suggest that tensions and at least a fear of conflict 
continued into the thirteenth century. In fact, little is known about Nubia in 
the textual record during this period other than descriptions of a raid by a 
people known as the Damādim, who resided south of Alwa towards the 
Swahili coast, in 1220.40 The sources’ silence, especially in the Nubian record, 
may reflect the possibility that Dotawo was also not immune to regional dis-
asters which focused attention internally. The effects of the Nile floods, 
whether too high or too low, for example, should not be underestimated for 
their effects in Nubia when compared to Egypt. Current scholarship has 
largely focused on their significance to Egypt, yet 9% of anomalous floods 
between 1180 to 1350, including three consecutive anomalous floods between 
1230 and 1233, likely had devastating impacts on Nubia based on their 
recorded effects in neighbouring Upper Egypt and especially Aswan, causing 
famine and disease.41 This is likely also the case for other natural events, such 
as the devastating regional earthquake recorded in 1202 by external writers.42 
Regrettably, current knowledge of the scope and role of such events in 
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Dotawo remains relatively little.43 Regarding 1202, however, as has already 
been suggested, the arrival of the Nubian ‘king’ in Constantinople in 1203, 
who is most likely identifiable as Moüses Georgios, may have some connec-
tion to the failed floods and the earthquake inspiring the journey, possibly in 
part or in whole. The choice of Moüses Georgios to perform a pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem and supposedly to Rome and Santiago de Compostela, via 
Constantinople, would suggest a figure who was not ignorant of the wider 
world, regardless of any other aims he may or may not have had during his 
journey. If  so, can, or indeed should, any of the other events which occurred 
during his prior reign be viewed within a broader context? No definitive 
answers are available, but his reign marks an important period for our study 
despite a prolonged period of silence in the sources regarding Nubian exter-
nal affairs for the majority of the thirteenth century.

Repeated devastation from currently unattested natural phenomena, 
including possible plague outbreaks, in the Nubian corpus may help explain 
why Dotawo appears to disappear from wider regional affairs for the major-
ity of the thirteenth century, especially if  such disasters focused Nubian 
attention on internal matters. However, it should also be noted that succes-
sive dynastic disputes and territorial losses in Syria for the first half  of the 
thirteenth century similarly focused Egyptian eyes elsewhere, likely limiting 
desires for additional conflict with Dotawo or even Egyptian interest in 
affairs across its southern border in general. This state of affairs changed 
with the rise of the Mamlūks in 1250 who again provided Egypt with stability 
and a foundation to rebuild its military strength. Neither Dotawo nor the 
Latin Christians would escape the attention of the Mamlūks. In the case of 
Dotawo, for reasons unknown, ourou David II (r. c. 1268–c. 76) was said to 
have launched an expedition to the Red Sea port of ʿAidhāb in 1272 and 
another expedition to Aswan in 1275. Despite the lack of Nubian evidence, 
Giovanni Vantini even went as far as to posit that ourou David’s attack on 
Aswan was in some way connected to a Nubian role in the Second Council of 
Lyons in 1274.44 However, there is no suggestion of any attempt by the Latin 
Christians to ally with the Nubians in the surviving sources of the council. 
Any role that the Latin Christians may have had in these events has been 
categorically rejected by Effie Zacharopoulou, who has argued that this 
increased Mamlūk attention was part of a wider Mamlūk strategy and not 
specifically linked to the Crusaders in any form.45 Linking these events 
directly with the Second Council of Lyons would be circumstantial, yet they 
should still be contextualised together. These attacks ultimately led to 
Mamlūk retaliation, which led to David’s imprisonment in Cairo and the 
Mamlūk-supported installation of Šekanda/Maškouda on the throne of 
Dotawo in 1276.46 David was said to have been captured by the Mamlūks 
with the aid of Adūr of al-Abwāb (who is described as a malik in the Arabic 
sources), a new Nubian splinter state centred around the fifth cataract region 
of the Nile – possibly as far north as Abu Hamed or as far south as the con-
fluence of the Atbara River with the Nile – as David attempted to flee.47 Little 
else is known about al-Abwāb, but it notably was where the sons of the 
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previous ourou of  Dotawo, Murtaškar, had been exiled after David had over-
thrown their father in c. 1268. Undoubtedly, they would have used any lever-
age they may have had in al-Abwāb to seek their own retaliation against 
David once the opportunity arose.

From the Mamlūk perspective, it is worth noting how Mamlūk conflict 
with Dotawo largely avoided overlap with conflict with the Crusader States 
which finally fell in 1268 (the Principality of Antioch), 1289 (the County of 
Tripoli), and 1291 (Acre, the last stronghold of the Kingdom of Jerusalem), 
respectively. A treaty between the Mamlūks and the fleeting Latin Christian 
Kingdom of Jerusalem based now at Acre signed in 1283 required the Latin 
Christians to inform the sultan of any new expedition launched from Latin 
Europe with at least two months’ notice for a period of ten years.48 In turn, 
the Mamlūks were able to initially focus solely on Dotawo following the cap-
ture of ourou David. Prior to the fall of Tripoli and Acre, multiple Egyptian 
expeditions were launched into Nubia throughout the 1280s, signifying an 
ever-increasing Mamlūk interest towards their southern borders prior to 
their final assaults on the remaining Crusader States in 1289 and 1291.49 
Coincidently or otherwise, avoiding parallel conflicts was achieved by the 
Mamlūks. Towards the end of the truce period, the claim of Sultan Qalāwūn 
that he was the ‘Sultan of the Nubians’, which he clarified as ‘the [former] 
land of King David’ in a treaty with Alfonso III of Aragon in 1290, as men-
tioned in the previous chapter, can be viewed as a surviving example of 
Mamlūk attempts to undermine any lasting Latin Christian belief  that an 
alliance with Dotawo, particularly if  they had received encouraging signs 
from ourou David, would be fruitful or even still a possibility.50 The increased 
Mamlūk aggression towards Dotawo in the late thirteenth century and 
throughout the fourteenth century needs to be contextualised within wider 
regional conflict. It would appear that the consistent Mamlūk attention 
awarded to Dotawo was targeted and should take into account the Latin 
Christians’ regional presence and subsequent Mamlūk geopolitical strategy, 
despite the lack of tangible Nubian evidence confirming any interest in Latin 
Christian affairs which could have ignited or fuelled Mamlūk fears.

Ethiopia, on the other hand, with the exception of the brief  tensions 
caused by the arrival of the Ethiopian monk Thomas in Jerusalem between 
1237–9 or 1241–2, who wished to be ordained by the Jacobite patriarch rather 
than the Coptic patriarch, appears to have been on relatively good terms with 
thirteenth-century Egypt. This was especially true with the Mamlūks around 
the turn of the fourteenth century as the new Solomonic rulers of Ethiopia 
sent multiple embassies to Cairo in the early decades of their rule. Whilst 
some threatening rhetoric could occasionally be employed in such exchanges, 
such as the Ethiopian claim that it could cut off  the flow of the Nile to Egypt, 
no open conflict materialised during this period.51 Yǝkunno ʾ Ämlak (r. 1270–
85), the first of the Solomonic dynasty, particularly, even appears to have 
actively attempted to surrender his newly gained authority to the overlord-
ship of the Mamlūk sultan in 1274/5 in return for aid against the ousted 
Zagwes and their supporters, though the sultan remained uninterested in 
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developing this new power dynamic.52 Despite subsequent Ethiopian-
Mamlūk correspondence not employing similar subservient rhetoric, never-
theless, these close ties at the turn of the fourteenth century are epitomised by 
the role of the Mamlūk sultan as the mediator for the delivery of Yagbeʾä 
Ṣəyon’s (r. 1285–94) letter to the Ethiopian community in Jerusalem in 1290.53 
Regarding the Latin Christians, Taddesse Tamrat explicitly claimed that the 
Crusades would hardly have been unknown to the Ethiopians and that it was 
only the kingdom’s relative weakness until the fourteenth century that pre-
vented any coordination if  it was ever desired.54 Yet, even well into the four-
teenth century despite its growing power and regional presence, Ethiopia was 
able to maintain a position of distance from the geopolitical tensions to its 
north and continued to openly express little interest in such matters involving 
the conflict between the Nubians, Egyptians, and the Latin Christians regard-
less of its own expanding regional presence, particularly during and follow-
ing the reign of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon (r. 1314–44).

The ‘Ethiopian’ Embassy of 1300–c. after 1314

Within this context, one key event that repeatedly appears in scholarship 
should be reviewed. It has long been said that an ‘Ethiopian’ embassy had been 
received in Western Europe in 1306, primarily based upon a description given 
in 1483.55 Giacomo Filippo Foresti da Bergamo, an Augustinian monk, whose 
Supplementum chronicarum had provided the evidence for this supposed 
embassy, was said to have taken his account from the now lost works of 
Giovanni da Carignano (d. c. 1329–30) who had supposedly interviewed the 
members of the embassy during their stay in Genoa while on their home jour-
ney sometime before his death.56 Yet, the attribution of this embassy to Ethiopia 
is misplaced, not least due to the absence of Ethiopian evidence for any such 
embassy. The lack of Ethiopian evidence has led to Verena Krebs describing 
the embassy as a ‘phantom’ embassy or even suggesting that its participants 
were instead Nubian – a suggestion we will build upon here.57 Following Kreb’s 
recent reanalysis, the publication of the Ystoria Ethyopie portion of a larger 
work by Galvaneus de la Flamma entitled the Cronica universalis (wr. before 
1345), has threatened to create new debates as it further attests to an ‘Ethiopian’ 
origin of the embassy. Significantly, this more contemporary text also refer-
ences Carignano as its source and dates the embassy to between 1300 and 
1314–30, though with no confirmation of the date of 1306 for their arrival to 
Iberia or any greater specificity on the date of their return home before 
Carignano’s completion of his text before his death.58 Prior to the publication 
of this text, which is held in a private collection, the only known comparable 
reference to an embassy in near-contemporary sources was said to have arrived 
in Rome in 1351. Problematically, it was only described as an embassy sent 
from ‘Prester John’ by John of Hildesheim (wr. c. 1375) and only appears in 
some versions of his History of the Three Kings. The relevant text which 
includes this reference is found in a manuscript written in 1413 which is located 
in Brandenburg but does not explicitly state a Nubian identity. That said, it 



168 The Nubian and Ethiopian Response

does appear between discussions of Prester John and Melchior, both of which 
are identified as Nubian in other versions of John of Hildesheim’s text.59 An 
error in the attribution of the date of 1351 may be likely, as the papal court had 
resided in Avignon at this time and not Rome since 1309; unless, of course, the 
embassy did not for some reason know about the papacy’s relocation to 
Avignon or had another intended audience. Even if we accept, as a result of the 
knowledge of the Ystoria Ethyopie, that an embassy was received in Western 
Europe prior to the 1402 Ethiopian embassy which arrived in Venice, does it 
necessarily follow that the embassy was from Ethiopia at all? To date, the 
embassy has hitherto been viewed as an event related to the first period of 
Ethiopian-Latin European relations, rather than within the narrative of possi-
ble Nubian-Latin Christian relations.60

A mid-to-late fourteenth-century Italian forgery of a letter, which was 
addressed to the Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV supposedly from the 
Ethiopian nəguś Wǝdǝm Räʿad (r. 1299–1314) – called Voddomaradeg in the 
letter – about launching a new, joint crusade, has provided the apparent con-
clusive proof in scholarship that the embassy was indeed Ethiopian, as Wǝdǝm 
Räʿad would have ruled during the time of the supposed embassy.61 Yet, the 
letter was a clear forgery: whilst Wǝdǝm Räʿad was the nəguś at the time of the 
embassy, Charles IV did not reign until between 1355 and 1378.62 The creator 
of the forgery could readily have learnt about Wǝdǝm Räʿad in the second half  
of the century as other Latin Christians, as we will see, similarly learnt of the 
reign of  ʿ Ämdä Ṣǝyon. It should be highlighted that Galvaneus de la Flamma’s 
text, which we will discuss in detail next, associates the embassy with ʿÄmdä 
Ṣǝyon, again suggesting that the Ethiopian identification given to the embassy 
by Latin Europeans, and especially Carignano, post-dated the actual event 
itself. Regrettably, Carignano’s actual text does not survive, and the map that 
he drew was destroyed during World War Two, leaving only relatively poor 
photocopies to analyse. Even more problematically, the portion of the map 
where Ethiopia should be located was already badly damaged prior to the pho-
tographing. Nevertheless, it should be again emphasised that the map contains 
a reference to the Terra Abaise, not Ethyopia like in the Ystoria Ethyopie.63 The 
later identification of the embassy as Ethiopian purposefully overlooks Nubia. 
A reanalysis of the Ystoria Ethyopie further supports that a radical new con-
textual look at the embassy needs to be undertaken.

Let’s begin our discussion of the Ystoria Ethyopie with elements of the text 
which could be ascribed to both Nubia and Ethiopia. The attribution of 
many subservient sub-kings under the ‘Ethiopian’ ruler (62 Christian kings 
and 12 Muslim kings), whilst being reflective of Ethiopia, is also indicative of 
a confused understanding of the political structure of Nubia, such as the 
employment of regional eparchs. Importantly, this embellishment may just 
have been an attempt to connect the Nubians of the embassy and the Nubian 
Prester John, whose narrative of being a ‘king of kings’ was well established. 
The text further explains that the lack of contact between Latin Europe and 
Nubia was due to the positioning of the Muslims of Egypt and the vast 
deserts (deserta maxima) between them.64 These deserts would be much more 
descriptive of Nubia than the generally greener land of highland Ethiopia, 
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though, of course, this relies on a sustained degree of accuracy in the text and 
an absence of geographical rhetoric. The same passage says that the journey 
took many weeks ( pluribus septimanis). Nubia had long been described as 
being 20 days’ journey from Egypt since the late twelfth century, with any 
specificity to the meaning of ‘many’ being unable to be made.65 A longer 
journey could easily have occurred for many reasons, and it is important to 
state that no similar distances were in circulation for Ethiopia, as far as the 
contemporary sources suggest. Furthermore, the noting of the annual tribute 
from the sultan to the ruler of ‘Ethiopia’ in the Ystorie would again reflect an 
understanding of the Baqṭ between Nubia and Egypt, which had no equiva-
lent in Ethiopian-Egyptian relations.66 All of these features of the text, how-
ever, may just as readily have been embellishments and not reflective of any 
accurate detail concerning Ethyopie whatsoever.

One troublesome reference in the Ystoria Ethyopie is the belief  that 
Ethyopie had a pope.67 Whilst the role of Ethiopia’s abun could have been 
misconstrued to be a papal-like figure, it had long been known that both 
Nubia and Ethiopia were subject to the Coptic patriarch and therefore not 
residences of popes. Dotawo had no comparative high singular religious 
office, but as the rulers were viewed as priest-kings and held the power to 
ordain bishops, the authority wielded by the ourou may have portrayed the 
idea of a powerful religious figure that had been interpreted as a separate 
pope. It should also not be discounted that this information was simply fab-
ricated by Carignano and does not reflect the reality of what the ‘Ethiopian’ 
informants of the embassy supposedly told him in Genoa. The statement in 
the Ystoria that ‘Ethiopia”s patriarch, named as Preytzan, accepts the Roman 
pope and would readily obey him is clearly an embellishment in line with 
similar statements made in contemporary texts about Nubians, such as in 
Burchard of Mount Sion’s itinerary and the crusade treatise of Het̕um of 
Corycus.68 No contemporary texts make similar statements about Ethiopia 
prior to the 1340s. Additionally, the naming of the patriarch of ‘Ethiopia’ as 
Preytzan (Prester John) does not necessarily associate the text with Ethiopia 
either. As has been previously discussed, Prester John was readily placed in 
Nubia by the early fourteenth century. Moreover, the Ethiopian noble greet-
ing of žanhoy, noted by Alessandro Bausi and Paolo Chiesa as the possible 
etymology of this name in their publication of the Ystoria Ethyopie, had long 
informed Latin Christians of an Ethiopian ruler named ‘John’ almost 150 
years earlier and should not be viewed as confirming the embassy’s supposed 
Ethiopian identity, especially as a result of any misunderstanding of the lan-
guage of the individuals of the embassy themselves.69 The importance of 
Carignano’s attempts at consolidating his details of the embassy and his sub-
sequent knowledge of the territorial expansions of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon, which 
coincided with the increasingly wider attribution of Prester John to Ethiopia 
in Latin Christian discourse from the mid-fourteenth century, should not be 
understated when viewing the manipulation of the text by Carignano, which 
will now be discussed.70

The passage regarding the original ‘Ethiopian’ letter to the king of ‘Spain’ 
(Yspanie) is also more suggestive of a Nubian origin for the embassy when 
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viewed within the comparative documented interactions of Nubia and Ethiopia 
with Iberia.71 Based on the notice regarding his death, the Spanish king in 
question would appear to have been the King of Castile and León, Ferdinand 
IV (d.1312). The act of sending a letter to the ‘king of Spain’ would have 
occurred with no previously known contact between Ethiopia and any Spanish 
kingdom prior to this embassy and an isolated incident before aṣe Yǝśḥaq’s 
engagement with Alfonso V of Aragon in 1427–8.72 Nubians, on the other 
hand, not only had political motivations, which will be discussed momentarily, 
but also operated within an attested pilgrimage network to Spain at Santiago 
de Compostela, as already noted, whilst an otherwise unknown Beneseg from 
Provence was in Dongola at some time between c. 1250 and 1350.73 Comparative 
evidence for Ethiopians is currently lacking and Ethiopians are not explicitly 
noted as having any desire to visit the shrine before 1430.74 Equally, following 
their journey to the papal court at Avignon, the ambassadors were said to have 
travelled to Rome before their appearance in Genoa where they encountered 
Carignano, and intended to go on further to Santiago de Compostela before 
returning home, yet no certifiable contemporary reference to Ethiopians at 
these locations is known.75 With the exception of Genoa, this route is also 
notably similar to that supposedly desired to be undertaken by the aforemen-
tioned unnamed Nubian king encountered by the Fourth Crusaders in 
Constantinople in 1203. Their appearance in Genoa is not necessarily unusual 
either. A reference to some Genoese being present in Dongola appears in the 
late fourteenth-century Libro del conoscimiento, for example.76 A Genoese pres-
ence in Nubia, and thus a reason to want to travel to Genoa, if this may be 
backdated to earlier in the century too, would also appear better suited to and 
be more reflective of Nubian, rather than Ethiopian, connections if, indeed, 
Genoa was not just simply on the route they travelled and had no other signif-
icance. The latter of which has no surviving acknowledgement in the sources. 
Indeed, the Ystoria suggests that the ‘Ethiopian’ embassy set out following the 
arrival of a number of Genoese to ‘Ethiopia’ in 1290, which the text associates 
with the famous Vivaldi brothers and their two ships of over 600 Christians 
and clergy.77 There is no evidence that the ships reached beyond somewhere in 
West Africa at the furthest, but it is clear that the interactions between 
‘Ethiopians’ and Latin Christians were increasingly becoming narrated as more 
formalised encounters. Most importantly, they were intended. ‘Ethiopians’ 
were not simply merely witnessed from a distance.

The ‘Ethiopians’ of the embassy supposedly informed Carignano how the 
Virgin Mary, the Apostles Peter and Paul, John the Baptist, Paul the Hermit, 
Saints Antony and Macarius, and ‘all the apostles’ were being particularly 
worshipped by the ‘Ethiopians’. Once again, this statement is no evidence for 
a positive attribution to Ethiopia either, even if  Nubian evidence for large-
scale reference of some of these figures is currently scant.78 The Marian cycle 
of literature, specifically the Miracles of Mary, is well attested in Ethiopia 
(the Täʾammərä Maryam (ተዓምራተ፡ማርያም)), but it was translated from 
Arabic only during the reign of Däwit II (r. c. 1379–1413), with the high point 
of Ethiopian veneration of Mary only occurring during the reign of Däwit’s 
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son, aṣé Zärʾä Yaʿǝqob (r. 1434–68), who centred some of his religious 
reforms on the veneration of Mary, especially in paintings.79 The survival of 
Nubian literature is in no way comparable to that of Ethiopia, so a specific 
Nubian textual veneration of Mary similar to the Täʾammərä Maryam can-
not be ascertained. However, Mary was a central figure in Nubian Christianity 
in all echelons of society, from the laity to the monarchy throughout the 
period in question and commonly occurs as a protector in contemporary 
Nubian paintings.80 The requirement to predate Ethiopia’s corpus of Marian 
literature based solely on this contested Latin Christian text of the embassy 
cannot possibly be justifiably sustained based on the known corpus.

Similarly, Nubia appears to have had an affinity with the other figures listed, 
even if it is sometimes unclear to what extent. It is unfeasible to provide every 
instance of these figures in Nubian painting, literature, or associations with 
religious buildings, both those in Nubia and those outside with a documented 
Nubian presence, not least on account of the absence of complete catalogues 
for such things. That said, a few illustrative examples will be given here. For 
instance, the apostles occur in various contexts in Nubian art: commonly 
beside Jesus, the ruling ourou, or the archangel. Sometimes they are depicted in 
situ with the central figure, whoever that may be, possibly as protectors or giv-
ing blessing, but sometimes they are also removed almost like observers. 
Nevertheless, they are there.81 Equally can be said specifically of St. Peter, as he 
appears alone protecting Bishop Petros in a late tenth-century painting from 
Faras cathedral, for example.82 The function of these figures may also illumi-
nate why these specific figures were mentioned in the Ystoria Ethyopie, as pro-
tection would have been a particularly valued virtue. The association of many 
of these figures with cathedrals, churches, and monasteries, especially promi-
nent ones such as Peter and Paul at Faras, should also not be overlooked for 
the importance of these figures within Nubian culture.83 Regarding John the 
Baptist, at least one known possible painting of him of unknown date is housed 
at the Sudan National Museum, whilst a segment of a hymn praising him, 
dating to the eleventh century, was found at Qasr Ibrim, seemingly indicating 
interest in the key biblical figure despite otherwise limited evidence.84 Likewise, 
whilst Nubian literature regarding Antony and Macarius is not known in the 
surviving record, their presence at the monastery of Antony and Macarius on 
the Red Sea was noted by external visitors.85 Given Nubia’s connections with 
monasteries throughout Egypt, it would also be possible, if not likely, that 
Nubians would also have worshipped at the cave church of St. Paul the Hermit 
on the Red Sea, though direct evidence is lacking. This is also to say nothing of 
the repetition of these names given to Nubians, and their possible cultural 
importance, throughout the centuries.

A Nubian identification of the embassy is further supported by the listing 
of the last figure named for the ‘Ethiopians” devotion: the eunuch of Queen 
Candace on account of him being the first bishop amongst them.86 Bausi and 
Chiesa argue that this tradition of locating the queen in Ethiopia, despite his-
torically being a Nubian, had a long historical precedent within Latin 
Christendom prior to the fourteenth century.87 However, as presented 
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throughout this book, references to ‘Ethiopia’ in Latin and Greek discourse 
prior to the fourteenth century cannot be uncritically attributed to Ethiopia. 
Moreover, without a specifically identifiable Ethiopian toponym, such as ʾAk-
sum, alongside the Ystoria Ethyopie’s Ethyopia, its identification with Nubia is 
much more likely. More importantly, no Ethiopian or Latin Christian evidence 
exists for Ethiopia’s association with Queen Candace in dialogue with Latin 
Christians until Ethiopians claim her legacy at the Council of Florence in the 
early 1440s.88 Even the explicit erroneous connection of ‘Candace’ (Hǝndakē) 
being the title of the Ethiopian Queen of Sheba in the Kəbrä nägäśt cannot be 
convincingly evidenced to have been disseminated to Latin Christians prior to 
the production of the Kəbrä nägäśt.89 Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 1, 
many Nubian elements feature within that text which cannot be attested before 
its translation and incorporation into Ethiopian political and religious culture. 
Surviving evidence for Ethiopia’s active exporting of this narrative to Latin 
Europe does not date to before the  fifteenth century.

Other elements of the Ystoria Ethyopie are also potentially suggestive of a 
true Nubian origin for the embassy. For instance, the ‘Ethiopians’ also suppos-
edly informed Carignano on the ‘Ethiopian’ use of the Trinity in relation to 
baptism. Whilst we currently have no evidence for this specific practice in 
Nubia for comparison, it can be said that the invocation of the Trinity repeat-
edly features in Nubian texts, both of a religious and secular nature, including 
seemingly in coronation oaths, and appears in church toponymy and in art, 
thus further contesting any assumed depiction of Ethiopian practices in the 
Ystoria.90 The text’s description of clothing, too, would equally depict Nubian 
clergy. Paintings from medieval Nubian churches and cathedrals show bishops 
and deacons wearing tippets. Maniples are also depicted, albeit rarely and 
being held rather than on the arm, as the text of the Ystoria describes.91 
Similarly, the Ystoria Ethyopie’s reference to the churches being covered in the 
purest gold (auro purissimo) has a Nubian precedent. Bausi and Chiesa attrib-
ute this largely to exaggeration, though it should be noted that the tenth-cen-
tury Muslim historian of Nubia, Ibn Sulaym al-Aswānī, who travelled 
throughout Nubia during his writing, noted how the churches were full of gold 
in relation to the city of Soba in Alwa.92 Additionally, multiple Muslim writers 
commented on how the Muslims captured 4640.5 dinars worth of gold crosses 
and 8660 dinars worth of silver objects from the Nubian church of Sus (Jesus) 
in Dongola when it was destroyed in c. 1276 on account of ourou David build-
ing it using Muslim slaves originally captured from his raid at ʿAidhāb.93 This 
particular church appears to have held a significant draw for visitors and may 
also be connected to landholdings in Nobadia, further emphasising the wealth 
of its holdings and its notoriety.94 Moreover, the abundance of gold in Nubia, 
more generally, is well-known and was commonly mentioned by contemporar-
ies, including, for example, al-Aswānī.95 The statement in the Ystoria Ethyopie, 
therefore, would readily apply to comparative descriptions of Nubian churches. 
In contrast, little is known about Ethiopian gold church decoration prior to the 
expansive building projects of the fifteenth century where seeking material dec-
oration for these new churches became increasingly politically and culturally 
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important, as it came hand in hand with military expansion. Whilst various 
forms of gold ornamentation are mentioned in the sources for some four-
teenth-century Ethiopian church decoration, such as the royal church of 
Atronsä Maryam, we are limited in projecting this image far back into the early 
fourteenth century.96 Once more, Nubia has the greater contemporary evidence 
for an identification of the embassy.

Another description in the Ystoria Ethyopie relates that ‘Ethiopia’ had a 
white flag with a red cross, which was also said to have had a red star in each 
quadrant. As noted by Bausi and Chiesa, all Ethiopian evidence for any flag 
depictions post-date the text by at least two centuries.97 Yet, this description 
is also more suggestive of a Nubian identification in light of other Latin 
Christian texts. Unhelpfully, the flags drawn in the late fourteenth-century 
Libro del conoscimiento, which was known for its many heraldic depictions of 
supposed ‘national’ flags, for both Nubia and Ethiopia are depicted with sim-
ilar black cross-shaped insignias on their ‘flags’ (a two-armed black cross on 
a white background for Nubia and a black cross on a white background for 
Ethiopia), but none with additional stars as described by the Ystoria 
Ethyopie.98 However, the cross-shaped insignia on Carignano’s own map, 
which may be presumed to also have been white and red given the black and 
white photograph, similar to the red and white flags depicted for Nubia on 
the Catalan Atlas (1375), is laid over Nubia, rather than Ethiopia (Carignano’s 
Terre Abaise).99 Furthermore, the Nubians depicted in near-contemporary 
manuscripts of Marino Sanudo’s Liber secretorum (first presented to Pope 
John XXII in 1321) are depicted with red flags with a white cross, but, more 
importantly, some manuscripts incorporate additional white crosses in each 
quadrant, or white flags with a red cross, all of which are strikingly reminis-
cent of the design described by the Ystoria Ethyopie, albeit with inconsistent 
colouring.100 It may also be noteworthy that Carignano and the closest simi-
larly depicted version of this flag in the Sanudo manuscript held in Florence 
were all geographically confined to working in northern Italy, possibly shar-
ing artistic influences to depict such similar flag designs. In comparison, no 
similarly styled flags are attributed to Ethiopia prior to the Libro.

The naming of the title of the ‘Ethiopian’ ruler in the Ystoria Ethyopie is the 
key evidence which supports the suggestion that the embassy’s attribution to 
Ethiopia was of a later date and cannot date to before 1314 at the earliest , long 
after the embassy had already arrived in Western Europe. According to the 
text, the ruler was known as the ‘slave of Christ’s cross’ (sclavus crucis Christi).101 
This is an understanding of an Ethiopian royal title – Gäbrä Mäsqäl (ገብረ፡
መስቀል), ‘Servant of the Cross’, the title of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon (r. 1314–44). 
Importantly, it was not a title held by Wǝdǝm Räʿad, the supposed Ethiopian 
ruler who had sent the embassy. Bausi and Chiesa note that earlier attestations 
to this title, such as to Lalibäla and multiple ʾAksumite rulers, do exist.102 Yet, 
Latin knowledge of more immediate Ethiopian rulers sharing this title appears 
non-existent. Indeed, there is no evidence that neither Wǝdǝm Räʿad nor his 
five immediate predecessors who reigned between 1294 and 1299 also held this 
title. In contrast, however, Latin authors did become acquainted with ʿÄmdä 
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Ṣǝyon and his use of the title in other fourteenth-century texts. The first intake 
of developed knowledge of Ethiopia in Latin Europe coincided with the terri-
torial expansion of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon as news of his exploits reached afar. ʿÄmdä 
Ṣǝyon was still influencing the Latin Christian understanding of Ethiopia even 
in the decades following his reign, such as in the case of the Ethiopian ruler 
being named as Abdeselib – via the Arabic translation (ʿAbd aṣ-Ṣalīb) of Gäbrä 
Mäsqäl – in the Libro del conoscimiento at the end of the century as previously 
noted.103 It is not surprising, therefore, that the embassy would later become 
erroneously associated with Ethiopia, the kingdom of  ʿ Ämdä Ṣǝyon. It is nota-
ble, too, that on Carignano’s own map, the ruler known as Senap, or ‘servant of 
the cross’ (servus crucis), is located clearly in Nubia, possibly indicating how 
news of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon’s activities originally simply built on the Latin Christian 
narrative of Nubia, including the embassy’s identity.104 After all, news of a 
regional Christian power would have been presumed by the Latin Christians to 
have been Nubia, rather than the more obscure ‘Abyssinia’, especially by any 
embassy associated with ‘Ethiopia’, until proven otherwise. Moreover, accord-
ing to the Ystoria Ethyopie, the sultan allowed the ‘Ethiopians’ to travel to the 
Holy Sepulchre for no fee out of fear of repercussions and as a result of paying 
a tribute.105 Notably, later versions of this narrative which do attribute it to the 
Ethiopians, such as by Niccolò da Poggibonsi in his mid-fourteenth-century 
itinerary, who further related how the sultan allowed this out of fear that the 
Ethiopians would unite with the Latin Christians, importantly coincide with or 
post-date the reign of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon.106

If the evidence of the Ystoria Ethyopie would point towards a Nubian iden-
tification of the embassy, what can be said of its Nubian context? Regarding 
the identity of a likely candidate for the Nubian initiator of the embassy, 
 evidence is unclear as to whether the embassy would have more likely been sent 
by Georgios Simon, who first appears as ourou in the 1280s, or by ourou Ayāy 
(r. c. 1287?–1311). Contemporary Old Nubian land sales from Qasr Ibrim 
reveal the continued economic and political power of the Eparch of Nobadia – 
a certain Gourresi – even after he switched support from the ourou to the 
Mamlūk invaders in 1286.107 Without the support of the influential eparch, 
Georgios Simon grip on power quickly faded. Indeed, according to Ibn ʿAbd 
aẓ-Ẓāhir (d. 1292), Georgios Simon appears to have been overthrown by a 
ruler named Budemmah who was reigning in 1290–2. Ibn Khaldūn, writing 
later in the fourteenth century, noted that Ayāy succeeded Georgios Simon, but 
admitted that he was unsure if he was a direct successor or if there was an 
intermediate ruler in between.108 Ibn Khaldūn makes no mention of any ruler 
named Budemmah. Certainly, presuming that Georgios Simon was not killed 
after being overthrown, he had motive to seek aid to reclaim his throne away 
from the Mamlūk-supported Ayāy. Muslim sources are certainly suggestive of 
this possibility. For instance, Ibn al-Wardī (d. 1348) states that Ayāy’s appear-
ance in Cairo in 1304 was in order to ask for unspecified aid, with the Egyptian 
sultan duly despatching an army for the cause.109 It remains possible that 
the need for this aid was in response to either a sustained rival claim by the 
deposed Georgios Simon or another rival claim. Perhaps significantly, Ibn 
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al-Furāt (d. 1405) equally noted that Georgios Simon only ruled up until the 
early 1290s, but did not state his successor’s name or the reason for his rule 
ending, whether by death or from being deposed.110 In 1292, two Nubian 
embassies were sent to the Mamlūk court to apologise and be pardoned for the 
unnamed ourou – seemingly either Budemmah or Ayāy – after not being able to 
fulfil the Baqṭ payment. The second embassy was led by the ourou’s brother, 
called al-Bursī, and the eparch Gourresi. The failure to pay was blamed on the 
aftermath of devastation experienced by Dotawo since the Mamlūk’s invasion 
and also increasing incursions led by Adūr of al-Abwāb, likely the same who 
had helped capture ourou David for the Mamlūk sultan in 1276, if not a succes-
sor with the same name.111 This would suggest that a period of instability of 
unknown length following Georgios Simon ousting would have provided the 
necessary encouragement for an attempt to retake his throne and also further 
indicates a clear pro- and anti-Mamlūk divide between contenders for the 
throne, with Georgios Simon being of the latter disposition. This would also 
explain Ayāy’s need and request for aid from Egypt in 1304.

Unlike the rapid successions in Ethiopia prior to Wǝdǝm Räʿad, which 
appear to not have brought too much dynastic instability, it remains possible 
that multiple Nubian rulers were vying for power as death dates during this 
period remain unclear. The embassy to Spain was said to have been sent in 
1300, which would suggest that the embassy should be viewed as being unco-
incidental to these dynastic crises. Given that we remain unaware of Georgios 
Simon date of death, it is possible that the embassy to Spain was sent by him 
as he continued to contest Ayāy’s power. Ayāy’s relations with Egypt would 
indicate that he would have been unlikely to have sent embassies to both the 
king of Yspanie and the Mamlūk sultan concurrently. Due to the inconsisten-
cies in the Muslim texts and having little Nubian corroborating evidence to 
offer a definitive identification for a contemporary ourou, multiple Nubian 
protagonists for the embassy remain a possibility. In any case, the political 
situation in the 1290s would have presented a Nubian ruler with the context 
to desire to reach out to others, possibly building on budding relations with 
the Latin Christians. Certainly, the presence of the earlier Latin Christian 
missions to Nubia, such as that of Brother Vasinpace (before 1267), and the 
letters of Pope Nicholas IV in 1289 and 1290, mentioned in the previous 
chapter, provided the framework for facilitating any Nubian desires to recip-
rocate engagement with the Latin Christians to achieve their own aims.

The fact that knowledge of  this embassy does not appear in the crusade 
treatises most focused on amplifying the Nubian threat against the 
Mamlūks – Het ̕um of  Corycus and Marino Sanudo Torsello – can some-
what be explained. Firstly, Het ̕um wrote immediately after the supposed 
arrival of  the embassy to Spain in 1306 in 1307, or possibly even before if  
the embassy only arrived towards the end of  the decade, with the embassy 
not travelling to the papal court until late 1312 at the earliest. Therefore, 
Het ̕um may simply have been unaware of  the embassy. Moreover, there is 
no evidence that the embassy had intended to visit the papal court and may 
only have been invited upon news of  their arrival in Spain; the king of 
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Yspanie may have been the only initial desired recipient by the Nubians. 
Sanudo, on the other hand, did finish writing with plenty of time to have 
become accustomed to the embassy. However, he was said to only have 
appeared at the papal court in 1321 prior to delivering his treatise to the pope, 
thus possibly not enabling him to interview the embassy if  he even would 
have wanted to (presuming that the embassy was even still resident in Avignon 
as late as 1321). Furthermore, his treatise was not primarily preoccupied with 
past events. It was designed to create support for a future endeavour, arguably 
rendering any description of the embassy, which the papacy would have been 
well aware of itself  in any case, unnecessary. Sanudo’s lack of detailing the 
embassy could also be explained by the fact that his text was already focusing 
on the Nubians, meaning that a direct reference to the embassy to amplify his 
message was not necessary. It should also not be forgotten that, importantly, 
both of the key relevant elements of Carignano’s text – the willing obedience 
of the Nubian ‘pope’ and the colour of their flag – can be found in copies of 
Sanudo’s work. It should also not be dismissed that Sanudo’s crusade treatise 
explicitly ignores the Ethiopians throughout, despite featuring the kingdom 
on his accompanying world map as Habesse. This would further indicate that 
it was only a later attribution of the embassy to the Ethiopia of ʿÄmdä 
Ṣǝyon as the embassy did not initially dislodge Nubia’s primacy in Latin 
Christian discourse. It is difficult to believe that news of the embassy would 
have eluded Sanudo for an accurate identification, as both Sanudo and the 
embassy may even have been residing in Avignon at the same time. The dis-
parities in the Ystoria Ethyopie would all appear to more adequately point to 
a Nubian identification of the embassy rather than the more commonly 
argued Ethiopian one.

In all, stronger evidence for a Nubian identity of the embassy would appear 
to counter any Ethiopian association. In fact, the only feature of the Ystoria 
Ethyopie that cannot produce appropriate contrasting Nubian evidence is the 
description of the depiction of three red crosses opening and closing royal cor-
respondence. No Nubian royal external correspondence is known to survive, so 
it cannot necessarily be discounted. This epistolography may not have been 
unique to Ethiopia, of which the earliest examples only date from the mid-fif-
teenth century in any case.112 Additionally, the sending of eight Dominican 
missionaries in 1316 to Nubia and Ethiopia may also be viewed as one of the 
outcomes of this embassy, despite the protestations regarding their late appear-
ance in only Latin Christian sources.113 If anything, the lack of much of the late 
Nubian material would lend credence to a Nubian destination of the mission-
aries, as it would be more expected to find references in the relatively much 
vaster Ethiopian corpus. Moreover, the fact that the references to the embassy 
and its subsequent attribution to Ethiopia post-date the rise of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon 
is significant. Taking the text into account of Nubia’s situational political con-
text, Nubia had both a reason and the historically attested connections to facil-
itate the embassy, which Ethiopia did not. No direct earlier evidence of an 
attempt by Dotawo to liaise with the Latin Christians is known, yet this 
embassy seemingly offers a portrayal of the culmination of up to two centuries 
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of interaction in the Holy Land, with one possible Nubian political faction 
choosing to capitalise on that for their own benefit. It is not uncoincidental that 
the forged letter supposedly sent from Wǝdǝm Räʿad additionally claimed 
that he was also King of Nubia, thus reflecting how an Ethiopian ruler was 
able to take up the Nubian discourse in the Latin Christian narrative and 
become connected to previous Nubian exchanges.114 In light of the evidence for 
a Nubian identification of the embassy in the Ystoria Ethyopie and the broader 
narratives of the fourteenth-century replacement of Nubia by Ethiopia, this 
early embassy should most likely be seen as having been led by Nubians, not by 
a contingent of Ethiopians. It was only subsequently attributed to the 
Ethiopians, however, as, when contrasted with his map, it would appear that 
Carignano conflated subsequent knowledge of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon of Ethiopia to 
the already present Nubians. Indeed, within context, an original Nubian iden-
tification for the embassy would appear the most likely scenario. Perhaps 
attempted previous Latin Christian engagement with Nubia had not gone 
entirely unnoticed after all.

Following the (Un)Inspiring Results of the Early Fourteenth-Century 
Embassy

Within a decade of the embassy, any Latin Christian hope of a working rela-
tionship with Nubia all but ended. Even if  the despatched Latin Christian 
missionaries in 1316 were in some way connected to this embassy, whatever 
the embassy had hoped to achieve, any sustained efforts at collaboration are 
difficult to directly evidence. A major barrier to any long-term success was 
the succession of the Muslim Kanz al-Dawla Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad in 
1317 to the throne of Dotawo. Pope John XXII remained pope until his death 
in 1334, indicating that if  any news of the events in Nubia following Kanz 
al-Dawla’s succession did reach him, any likely success of the embassy to 
encourage any cooperation soon faded. Indeed, news of the succession may 
have been what inspired Carignano to decide to change the embassy’s identity 
to one from the kingdom of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon whose own power appeared to 
have been able to offer much more of a threat to Egypt than Nubia now 
would or even could. This was not the end of Christian Dotawo, however. For 
example, an ourou Joel of Dotawo is recorded as late as 1484 after reigning for 
at least 20 years prior.115 Moreover, more immediately, an ourou Siti, who was 
a Christian, succeeded the Kanz al-Dawla and was powerful enough to have 
led an expedition into Kordofan in the 1330s, further highlighting the reinsta-
tion of Dotawo as a regional Christian power.116 Importantly, Siti’s power 
does not appear to have been finely balanced. He even appears in the gädl of  
the Ethiopian monk Ēwosṭātēwos, which relates, for instance, how, during 
Ēwosṭātēwos’ visit to Dongola in the late 1330s, the mother of the unnamed 
Nubian ourou (who would appear to have been ngonnen Asermari if  the ourou 
was indeed the same Siti) tended to and washed the feet of pilgrims on their 
way to Jerusalem, suggesting that the pilgrimage networks were still func-
tional and serviced by a fairly strong Christian kingdom.117
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Somewhat surprisingly, despite the embassy and the focus on Nubia in 
crusade treatises, Latin Christians do not directly comment on any perceived 
decline of Nubia at all. It appears that the eyes of Latin Christians simply 
shifted their attention to Ethiopia and allowed interest in Nubia to dwindle 
into obscurity.118 That said, some possible Latin Christian understanding of 
the changing situation in Nubia did appear on maps. The Dulcert Map 
(1339), for instance, indicates that the Sultan of Nubia, whose land was 
labelled as Nubia saracenorum, was always at war with the Christians of 
Nubia, possibly being an understanding of the contested powers of Mamlūk 
subjugated parts of Nubia and Christian Dotawo.119 Who the Muslim 
Nubians were meant to convey exactly, however, is unclear. Contemporaneously, 
it would appear that Johannis of Winterthur (Vitodurani) (fl. c. 1348) 
recounts further conflict between Nubia and Egypt. For the year 1341, 
Johannis noted that there was a terrible war (atrocia bella) between the kings 
of Ethiopie and Egypt.120 No specific details are given, and the text does not 
mention either Ethiopia or Nubia elsewhere in order to compare his choice 
of toponym. However, despite ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon’s military activity at this time, 
no known Ethiopian expeditions towards Egypt relate to this year, suggesting 
that the reference attests to further Nubian-Egyptian conflict. The appear-
ance of Ethiopia alongside or even replacing Nubia in latter fourteenth-cen-
tury Latin Christian maps was not coincidental, as Latin Christian attention 
shifted.121

Nubia was quickly replaced by Ethiopia in Latin Christian discourse 
regardless of the renewed strength of Christian Dotawo. This would hardly 
have been helped by news of the Nubian royal court moving from Dongola 
to Daw (Gebel Adda, just south of Qasr Ibrim) in 1365–6, seemingly by 
necessity, though knowledge of this move is not recorded in any of the sur-
viving Latin Christian sources. Christian Nubia had been increasingly frag-
menting since the thirteenth century, possibly even into the nineteenth 
century, into what Henriette Hafsaas has described as a refuge area warrior 
society, further emphasising a region of increasing conflict.122 The existence 
of al-Abwāb, for example, attests to the beginning of this slow period of 
political fragmentation. Textual Nubian sources for this later period are cur-
rently limited, whilst external sources are much fewer than the previous dec-
ades and reveal little about Dotawo’s foreign relations beyond Egypt. That 
said, it should also be stated that there is no evidence that Dongola was not 
reoccupied by the Christian kingdom, perhaps relatively swiftly, following 
1365. The textual evidence of the establishment of the so-called Kingdom of 
Dongola Town largely rests on the narrative provided by al-Maqrīzī concern-
ing the relocation of Dotawo’s capital who related that the Christian ruler 
was killed, whilst his brother, the newly appointed ourou, was forced to flee to 
Daw.123 Yet, the latter fourteenth-century evidence of an ourou Paper in 
Dongola and of al-Maqrīzī’s noting of reconciliation between the new 
Nubian ourou and his nephew who had initiated the conflict would suggest 
that Dongola was reintegrated into Dotawo and was not a splinter Christian 
kingdom, despite the seat of power remaining at Daw supposedly on account 
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of Dongola now being in ruins, at least according to al-Maqrīzī.124 
Archaeology, however, attests to a Christian occupation of the city into the 
fifteenth century, which allows for the possibility that a framing of this period 
of Nubian history away from a reliance on al-Maqrīzī’s sole discussion of the 
events of 1365 may offer new insight into the Christian history of Dotawo 
prior to the Ottoman expeditions into Lower Nubia in the second half  of the 
sixteenth century, whose own narratives are suggestive of a vacuum of for-
mer Christian power between themselves and the Funj.125 For instance, 
archaeology is suggestive that the 1504 Funj conquest of the Alwan capital 
of Soba may have been much less significant in the history of Dotawo, as it 
currently gets credit, for as the city appears to have been largely in ruins for a 
number of centuries by that point, possibly as a result of the centralisation of 
power at Dongola following the unification of Dotawo.126

Knowledge of the Christian ourou Paper can similarly be contextualised in 
this manner. In one inscription, he described himself  as the ruler of Dongola, 
rather than Dotawo, which has been used as further evidence of the lasting 
presence of a splinter kingdom.127 However, this interpretation need not have 
been the case. Instead, it remains likely that Paper was indeed a successor of 
Siti following Dotawo’s recovery from the turmoil of the 1360s. Moreover, 
the absence of the bishop of Dongola in fifteenth-century Old Nubian docu-
ments need not consequently portray the loss of Dongola as part of Dotawo 
either, though our current evidence is too limited to pose alternative reason-
ings beyond noting the fact that the documents were written in jurisdictions 
beyond Dongola in Lower Nubia, thus making such an absence not necessar-
ily surprising.128 Indeed, al-Maqrīzī relates how the ourou’s now reconciled 
nephew settled in Qasr Ibrim, making the existence of a rival Christian 
dynasty that had established itself  in Dongola as a result of the events of 
1365 appear unsubstantiated. Regrettably, the question of the extent of the 
revival of Dotawo after 1365 remains largely elusive of surviving Nubian 
textual material and relies overwhelmingly on the current framing of the 
archaeological corpus in light of al-Maqrīzī. Certainly, there are many more 
questions than we otherwise have answers for, particularly concerning 
Christian Dotawo into the sixteenth century. Whatever the case of the inter-
nal situation, following the 1360s, Dotawo appears not to have recovered on 
the international stage, by which point it was superseded by the rise of 
Solomonic Ethiopia.

The almost complete absence of evidence pertaining to any connections 
between Dotawo and the Latin Christians – or Ethiopia and the Latin 
Christians for that matter – in the second half  of the fourteenth century may 
be explainable. From a crusading perspective, the disease known in Europe as 
the Black Death – the plague caused by the primary transmission of Yersinia 
pestis during the late 1340s and early 1350s – may have had important conse-
quences on the history of Nubian-Latin Christian and Ethiopian-Latin 
Christian relations. Its effects in Latin Europe are well-known, but its impact 
on African societies, besides those in Egypt, is currently much less under-
stood, though this is increasingly changing.129 Yet, research on Nubia is still 
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lacking. For now, it is likely that the devastation caused by the plague at 
Qūṣ  in Upper Egypt, the important Nilotic-Red Sea trade hub, can be 
extrapolated so that it could, or indeed should, be expected that the plague 
had a similarly profound effect on Dotawo, particularly in Lower Nubia.130 It 
may also be that the plague had some role in the relocation of the Nubian 
capital from Dongola to Daw in 1365, such as creating the circumstances for 
Dongola’s successful conquest by the Banū Jaʾd, a circumstance that has 
largely eluded historiographical narratives; though we currently have no evi-
dence, neither textual nor archaeological, for this. Certainly, Egypt was struck 
by at least four separate plague outbreaks in 1353, 1358, 1360, and 1363.131 If  
we take the devastation caused at Aswan and across Upper Egypt by an out-
break in 1412, as relayed by al-Maqrīzī, as any indication of possible effects 
further south in Nubia, it would appear that Dotawo would hardly have been 
immune from similar regional devastation.132 In any case, until further work 
is undertaken, the plague coincided with a period of major political upheaval 
in Nubia, which compounded with that of the earlier decades of the century. 
In respect to the Latin Christians, the plague was widely circulated to have 
originated in ‘Ethiopia’, such as in the work of Jacme d’Agramont, a Catalan 
physician who emphasised an ‘Ethiopian’ origin of the plague, following sim-
ilar beliefs of earlier plagues by Galen (fl. second century CE), in his treatise 
on the plague in 1348.133 Despite the fact that all but one known contempo-
rary Arab writer placed the source of the plague in Asia, any Latin Christian 
associations of the plague with ‘Ethiopia’, and thus Nubia, likely did little to 
reduce the belief  in the lack of contemporary Nubian power.134 Most impor-
tantly for the plague’s impact on crusading, it marked an abrupt end to con-
sistent crusade preaching, as well as an end to the creation of crusade treatises, 
such as those which had highlighted the importance of Nubia in the previous 
decades.135 It is unlikely to be coincidental that the arrival of the plague 
cemented the Latin Christian shift in discourse between the importance 
placed on Nubia and Ethiopia.

All that being said, the Alexandrian Crusade of 1365 led by Peter I of 
Lusignan, King of Cyprus (r. 1359–69), despite its failure, is important to 
discuss here. Prior to the crusade, positive relations with Eastern Christians 
were a specific focus of Pope Urban V (r. 1362–70), who had directed money 
towards the protection of Eastern Christians in the eastern Mediterranean in 
1363.136 The Crusade’s place in the narrative of Nubian-Latin Christian and 
Ethiopian-Latin Christian relations is particularly of note, especially as it has 
primarily been viewed solely in relation to Ethiopia. Bertrandon de la 
Brocquière attested in 1432 that he was told by a Neapolitan called Pietro, 
who had resided in Ethiopia for some years previously and married an 
‘Ethiopian’ woman, that the grandfather of the present king had intended to 
jointly attack Alexandria during the crusade of 1365 but abandoned his 
efforts once he heard that Peter I of Cyprus had ended his attack.137 Taddesse 
Tamrat made note how the grandfather of the present king, who he associ-
ated with Yǝśḥaq (r. 1414–29) to account for Pietro’s relocation from 
Ethiopia, was indeed Säyfä ʾArʿad (r. 1344–72) – this would equally have 
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applied to Takla Maryam (r. 1430–3) if  Pietro had travelled from Ethiopia 
much more recently – and would externally support any expedition.138 
Regarding its association with Ethiopia, according to one Ethiopian tradi-
tion, Säyfä ʾArʿad did lead an expedition into Egypt, but this was coinci-
dental to the crusade, and was actually launched to free the Coptic Patriarch 
Marqos (r. 1348–63) after hearing that he had been imprisoned by the 
Mamlūks.139 No contemporary evidence survives for such cooperation and 
this narrative should most likely be viewed in context of later relations that 
were becoming well established by the 1430s following the arrival of the first 
Ethiopian embassy to Latin Europe in 1402.

The failure of the Alexandrian Crusade certainly appears to have ended the 
core Latin Christian hope of successful engagement with Nubia. Nothing is 
currently known about Dotawo between 1372, the installation of Timotheos 
as the last known bishop of Faras, and 1463, the earliest known reference to 
ourou Joel from an internal textual perspective. This period of absence from 
the historical record certainly gains a new perspective when viewed alongside 
the plausible, if  not likely, earlier relationship with the Latin Christians and 
the varied consequences that brought. It may not necessarily have broken ties 
between Dotawo and the Latin Christians, however. At least in one instance, 
the Minorite friar who had lived for many years in the realm of Prester John 
who was hosted in the Kingdom of Navarre and Aragon in 1391 may well 
have been resident in Nubia.140 This identification of the realm of ‘Prester 
John’ as Nubia, rather than Ethiopia, whilst not discounting somewhere in 
Asia, would also further explain why it remained a further decade before 
Latin Christians in Ethiopia were actively questioned on their homeland if  the 
friar had been active some years before given that Däwit II, who conducted 
the later questioning which inspired the sending of the first embassy to Latin 
Europe in 1402, had reigned in Ethiopia for over 20 years prior since c. 1379.

As the first Ethiopian embassy approached Venice in 1402 led by the 
Florentine Antonio Bartoli the turn of the fifteenth century witnessed a new 
age of Ethiopian-Latin Christian relations. The motivations behind Däwit’s 
embassy appear to be primarily internal and were not in response to active 
attempted engagement by Latin Christians.141 Nevertheless, importantly for 
the Latin Christians, he and his kingdom fitted the image that they had ear-
lier portrayed on Nubia. For instance, during the 1380s Däwit was said to 
have declared that he would destroy Mecca in retaliation for the Mamlūk 
persecutions of Christians in Egypt and, according to some Ethiopian 
sources, was said to have desired to liberate Jerusalem.142 Even more impor-
tantly to the Latin Christians, the embassy provided tangible proof that their 
endeavours were not in vain. Instead, they simply changed the focus of their 
energy. Both Ethiopians and Latin Christians continued to shape their own 
engagements and build on interactions, both new and old, which had previ-
ously centred on Nubia. Ethiopia was the new Nubia, both in many respects 
in their own eyes and the eyes of the Latin Christians. Indeed, Ethiopia 
became precisely the ‘Nubia’ that the Latin Christians had long hoped to 
engage with after all.
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Conclusion

Throughout the Crusading period, Latin Christians expanded their knowl-
edge of Nubia and Ethiopia via an expansive web of interactions, including 
with Nubians, Ethiopians, and other Eastern groups. The First Crusade 
established four Latin states that were largely unaware of their new surround-
ings. As the twelfth century progressed, however, and particularly following 
the loss of Jerusalem in 1187, a multifaceted array of knowledge networks 
throughout the Holy Land, the wider Mediterranean, and further afield, 
informed the Latin Christians of potential distant allies to aid in their fight 
against the Muslim powers in Syria and Egypt. It is clear that Nubians and 
Ethiopians would have been active participants in these exchanges with Latin 
Christians, both as disseminators and receivers of news and information, 
though that is not to say that they necessarily readily portrayed themselves as 
potential allies. The question of any potential alliance centred primarily on 
the actions of Dotawo, with Ethiopia largely remaining unengaged until the 
turn of the fifteenth century. Nubians increasingly began to be viewed as 
potential allies which could create a Christian alliance surrounding Egypt by 
both the Latin Christians and the Muslims of Egypt. This appears to have 
been the case during the late twelfth century but became a particular focus 
following the fall of Acre in 1291 as the Latin Christians intensified their 
quest to engage with Nubia as a potential crusading ally. Regrettably, we 
remain unaware of the intentions of Dotawo and Ethiopia in their engage-
ments with Latin Christians during this period. Nevertheless, Nubians, 
Ethiopians, and Latin Christians should be seen as being well-aware of each 
other, indeed much more than the sources suggest. The absence of this 
acknowledgement in their respective sources is largely due to source survival, 
especially from the Nubian and Ethiopian perspectives.

When the history of Dotawo is contextualised within a broader regional 
geopolitical arena, it would appear unlikely that Dotawo remained a 
bystander to events to its north, but no surviving Nubian evidence is forth-
coming on this matter. Despite the lack of direct evidence from a Nubian 
perspective, new questions are posed about the history of Nubia when the 
latter centuries of Dotawo are viewed comparatively alongside those of the 
Crusader States, Egypt, and Ethiopia. Late thirteenth- and early 
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fourteenth-century Mamlūk aggression towards Dotawo, for example, can-
not necessarily be isolated from Nubia’s associations – whether, real, imagined, 
or deemed possible – with the Latin Christians. The events of the early 1170s 
created a precedent whereby Muslim writers had reason to fear the develop-
ment of an encircling Christian alliance surrounding Egypt. The Egyptian fear 
of a Nubian-Latin Christian alliance may be evidence of the reality of these 
relations, and it would also explain why direct diplomatic contact was rare if  
the Egyptians were actively able to prevent such opportunities. The Nubian 
soldiers in Egypt who attempted to communicate with King Amalric in 1169, 
whilst not representatives of the desires of Dotawo, highlight how potentially 
notable events remained unrecorded in both the Nubian and Latin Christian 
corpus and are reliant on other sources. If the story of the messenger had not 
occurred in relation to the significant 1169 uprising in Egypt and the arrival of 
Ṣalāḥ ad-Dīn, the story of the messenger may have been relegated to obscurity 
completely. How many events like this were left unrecorded? The Mamlūk fear 
of an alliance between the Nubians and the Latin Christians attests to the sus-
tained threat of such an alliance, both perceived and real. However, Dotawo 
did not entirely collapse during this period despite repeated challenges which 
were both related and unrelated to the events presented within this book and 
continued to exist in part up until the sixteenth century. Yet the fourteenth 
century gave Latin Christian onlookers the impression of decline, despite the 
initial hope inspired by the arrival of the early fourteenth-century (1300–c. 
after 1314) embassy to Castile and to the papal court at Avignon. The Mamlūks 
had seemingly successfully portrayed themselves as victors in Nubia, leaving 
Ethiopia able to step into the power vacuum left by Dotawo’s removal from 
international affairs. How far Dotawo did actually experience a prolonged 
period of decline remains difficult to assess. Indeed, the reign of ourou Siti in 
the 1330s would suggest a Christian Nubian resurgence after the reign of the 
Muslim Kanz ad-Dawla, which even witnessed the throne hall of Dongola 
being turned into a mosque. For the period following 1365, Nubian sources 
and external accounts are too scarce to create a detailed or consistent picture 
of the situation by the late fourteenth century prior to the arrival of ourou Joel 
between the 1460s and 1480s whose reign signifies the lasting authority of the 
Christian Nubian rulers.

Whilst similar interactions with Ethiopians also occurred, Ethiopians were 
not initially deemed to be significant enough to become a focus of Latin 
Christian discourse. The Ethiopian kingdom of Bǝgwǝna had regional gravi-
tas during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, but engagements between 
Nubians and Latin Christians may simply have been more substantial than 
those between Ethiopians and Latin Christians. Ethiopian sources are far too 
scant to reveal any more on the matter from their point of view. The arrival 
of the Solomonic dynasty in 1270 began to change this narrative, especially 
after the reign of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon (r. 1314−44). Prior to the dissemination of 
news of ʿÄmdä Ṣǝyon’s exploits in Ethiopia across the Mediterranean, 
Ethiopia largely remained absent in Latin Christian crusading discourse. 
Indeed, the turning point was the arrival of the Ethiopian embassy in Venice 
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in 1402, and the significance of its timing should not be understated. 
Ethiopian evidence shows no sign of any interest in political or military alli-
ances with any Latin Christian ruler before the reign of aṣé Däwit II (r. c. 
1379–1413). The likely identification of the early fourteenth-century 
‘Ethiopian’ embassy as Nubian further attests to this. Evidence suggests that 
Ethiopia was known to Latin Christians, notably through the appearance of 
the toponym of ‘Abyssinia’ from the late twelfth century, but surviving 
recorded information remained quite superficial in favour of Nubia. It is no 
coincidence that more texts begin to reference Ethiopia once it became appar-
ent to the Latin Christians that military cooperation with Nubia was no 
longer possible and Ethiopia appeared to be a better alternative. Both 
Ethiopia and the Latin Christians began to be interested in each other for 
their own respective gain, but this does not appear to have been coordinated, 
and the development of relations was the result of separate circumstances. 
Nevertheless, in context, the timing of the arrival of the 1402 Ethiopian 
embassy to Venice and the significance of Solomonic Ethiopia’s coincidental 
adoption of the toponym of ʾItyoṗya are both integral for understanding the 
Ethiopian and Latin Christian framing of subsequent diplomatic relations. A 
‘new’ Ethiopia had replaced the ‘old’ ‘Ethiopia’ of Nubia.

There is no evidence to suggest that Ethiopians viewed themselves as 
‘Ethiopians’ prior to 1270. In fact, evidence suggests that previous Ethiopians, 
whether in ʾAksum or Bǝgwǝna, actively avoided such an identification as 
‘Ethiopia’ and were fully aware of its historical and biblical allusions to 
Nubia. The Solomonic dynasty’s desire to reconnect its lineage to a biblical 
past to legitimise its authority centred the dynasty on being rulers of  ʾ Ityoṗya. 
As such, they recentred Ethiopia within a wider Christian universal history 
which had once centred Nubia. The contemporary stagnation of Dotawo 
certainly gave Ethiopia a cultural vacuum in which to appropriate the topo-
nym of ‘Ethiopia’. It also enabled its rulers to take up the traditional mantle 
of Nubian rulers, such as being the protector of Eastern Christians in dis-
putes with the Muslims of Egypt. However, the full range of reasons why this 
process occurred and precisely how interconnected this all was is unclear. For 
example, there is no clear evidence that Ethiopia initially adopted the topo-
nym explicitly because it wanted to replace Nubia, and it remains possible 
that it was solely an internal development with the arrival of the Solomonids, 
which only developed significance outside of Ethiopia after the initial dec-
ades of Solomonic rule. As such, the parallel developments in Ethiopia and 
Dotawo may have merely been coincidental. That said, it would be unlikely 
that Solomonic Ethiopia remained ignorant of events in Dotawo, especially 
through their shared ecclesiastical networks with the Coptic patriarch. As 
Nubia declined in Latin Christian discourse, a ‘new’ Ethiopia readily took its 
place, and the arrival of the Ethiopian embassy in 1402 changed the narrative 
completely. It may even be said that whilst Nubia ultimately suffered as a 
result of the Crusades, Ethiopia was a beneficiary, whether intentionally or 
inadvertently, of the geopolitical and geocultural circumstances that Dotawo 
came to find itself  in.
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The possible significance of attempted Nubian-Latin Christian relations in 
the era of Ethiopian-Latin Christian diplomacy may be particularly wit-
nessed in one of the early recorded fifteenth-century embassies. Unlike the 
1402 embassy to Venice which is recorded in Ethiopian sources, an embassy 
which arrived in Rome in 1404, supposedly following up from another 
embassy which had arrived in the previous year, has no lasting legacy in 
Ethiopian sources and is only known from Latin Christian sources.1 This 
embassy has long been known in Ethiopian Studies and in the history of 
Ethiopian-Latin Christian relations and has remained as part of the broader 
narrative of diplomatic relations. However, one potentially significant detail 
recorded regarding the embassy has remained overlooked, which, in light of 
the evidence provided throughout this book, deserves to at least be consid-
ered with an alternative narrative. The three ambassadors, noted only as 
‘three black ‘Ethiopians’ from India’ (tres ethiopes nigri de India), were said to 
have laughed when they were told about the content of the Book of the Three 
Kings regarding their land by their Latin Christian hosts.2 Nothing concern-
ing what was discussed appears in the sources but, presumably, it centred on 
a copy of John of Hildesheim’s text of the same name which, as noted in 
Chapter Four, centred its comments on the Nubian Prester John. Given the 
lack of textual, rather than contextual, Ethiopian evidence for the embassy, 
analysis of the embassy has overlooked the fact that John’s text actually 
focuses on Nubia, not Ethiopia. What might this mean for understanding the 
embassy? Two intriguing suggestions come to mind. First, though probably 
contextually less probable, it is possible that the embassy was actually a 
Nubian embassy which had coincidently arrived in Rome following a recent 
Ethiopian embassy to Venice and has thus been erased in scholarship due to 
the nature of the sources. Problematically, almost nothing is currently known 
about Dotawo at this time to suggest a reason for sending such an embassy 
beyond possibly responding to the likely effects of contemporary plague and 
Nile flooding that were recorded in neighbouring Egypt within Nubia, 
though direct evidence for such is also currently lacking both textually and 
archaeologically. Nevertheless, Nubians could readily have been amused by 
such a wrong depiction of their kingdom by the Latin Christians as depicted 
in Hildesheim’s text, particularly as they almost certainly did not know what 
the text was. Alternatively, the embassy may well have been an Ethiopian 
embassy, but did the Latin Christians actually believe, or indeed hope, that 
they were Nubians, hence the Ethiopians’ amusement at being mistaken for 
Nubians? Significantly, John of Hildesheim’s text does explicitly refer to 
Nubia, not Ethiopia (or even ‘Ethiopia’). In which case, this would only serve 
to highlight the importance of Nubia in the origins of the Ethiopian-Latin 
Christian relations of the fifteenth century.

Moving Beyond This Study

One thing that should be emphasised moving into the decades following this 
study is that Nubia did not completely vanish into obscurity after being 
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overtaken by Ethiopia in Latin Christian diplomatic discourse. For instance, 
Gomes Eanes de Zurara (d. 1474), the royal chronicler of the early decades 
of the Portuguese expansion into West Africa, listed the five key reasons for 
Dom Henrique’s patronage of the early fifteenth-century expeditions in his 
crónica (wr. stopped in 1453) as the following:

 I. The prince wanted to know what lands lay beyond Cape Bojador.
 II. He desired to seek out Christian populations to engage in trade.
 III. He intended to work out the geographical extent of the power of the 

North African Muslims.
 IV. He sought to find a Christian ruler who would join him in the fight 

against the Muslims.
 V. Lastly, he wished to spread the Christian faith throughout Africa.3

The focus of the prince is notable. Instead of portraying a period of new 
engagement with Africa, Zurara’s text can, rather, actually be viewed as a 
continuation of the relations presented throughout this book. The previous 
two centuries and relations between Nubia, Ethiopia, and Latin Christians 
had given purpose and belief  in the success of these aims. Notably, despite 
the Ethiopian embassies of the early fifteenth century, Nubia remained inte-
gral to the early Portuguese endeavours. For example, in 1454, the year fol-
lowing the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople, Dom Afonso V used Nubia 
to situate the scope of Portuguese occupations overseas when he bestowed 
upon the Order of Christ the eternal oversight and jurisdiction over all 
spiritual affairs concerning all the beaches, coasts, islands, and conquered, 
and yet-to-be-conquered, lands of ‘Guinea’, Nubia, and ‘Ethiopia’, includ-
ing those parts of Africa yet to be named.4 The historical significance of 
Nubia remained. Importantly, the story of Afro-European fifteenth-century 
relations, whether Luso-African or Ethiopian-Latin Christian, should not be 
framed unquestionably as narratives of new engagements and were building 
on previous endeavours, albeit in new forms. Building on what has been pre-
sented here leading up to the fifteenth century, how exactly the idea of Nubia, 
if  not the real or perceived power of the kingdom of Dotawo, continued to 
inspire Latin Christian designs for Africa remains a potentially fruitful 
research avenue that continues to be neglected.

Between the twelfth century and the arrival of the first Ethiopian embassy 
to Latin Europe in 1402, this study has shown that the significance of the role 
of Nubia, both in perception and reality, in crusading geopolitics should no 
longer remain overwhelmingly neglected or even dismissed. Using a corpus 
of sources that had not previously been reviewed in tandem, it has especially 
emphasised the importance of looking beyond the Latin Christian corpus to 
retrace arenas of Nubian, Ethiopian, and Latin Christian interaction, which 
had previously not been used to its full potential. No previous study has hith-
erto used the range of sources presented here: Old Nubian, Gəʿəz, Coptic, 
Latin (and other Latin European vernacular sources), Arabic, Greek, Syriac, 
Hebrew, and Armenian, along with the current archaeological corpus. 
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Importantly, the majority of sources presented here are already published 
and accessible in order to highlight the need for a new narrative of the cor-
pus. Further scope to incorporate unpublished material could provide even 
more avenues for future study to expand on the arguments presented here. 
Moreover, other source corpora, which were only briefly touched on here, 
would provide even more avenues for analysis for future research, notably 
connections retraced via the artistic corpus, both in its styles and material 
production. Whilst material connections cannot necessarily differentiate 
between either direct connections or indirect trade via intermediaries, more 
evidence which connects both Nubia and Ethiopia to Europe during the 
period in question here beyond the textual evidence would only serve to fur-
ther establish an interconnected world which included Dotawo, Ethiopia, 
and Latin Europe.

The range of sources discussed here, often piecing together disparate cor-
puses, have highlighted how limited the picture painted concerning Nubia, 
Ethiopia, and Latin Christendom before 1402 by previous scholarship, par-
ticularly in the fields of Nubian, Ethiopian, and Crusades Studies, is as a 
result of using a much more limited corpus than what currently exists. The 
referencing to translations, where possible, has been designed to introduce as 
many of these sources to the broadest audience to help overcome many of the 
barriers between the various fields of study: namely, identifying and reading 
sources in corpora often considered independent or, at best, only tangentially 
connected. Nevertheless, the linguistic analysis of editions of all sources dis-
cussed underpins the arguments of identification which run throughout this 
study to emphasise the methodology of distinction between Nubians and 
Ethiopians. Whether concerning Nubian or Ethiopian engagement with the 
Latin Christians or the question of the scope of potential arenas of exchange 
in the Holy Land, Egypt, and elsewhere, it has been made clear that previous 
discussion of such questions has limited itself  to only a fragment of the rele-
vant corpus. For instance, the question of the presence of Ethiopians in the 
Holy Land prior to 1187 cannot be maintained when contextualised with 
sources beyond the Latin Christian corpus. Indeed, the reframing of the early 
fourteenth-century ‘Ethiopian’ embassy to northern Iberia and Avignon as a 
Nubian embassy not only challenges current narratives of its supposed 
Ethiopian identification based on overlooked contextual evidence but also 
poses important questions about Nubian diplomacy during a time of signifi-
cant internal political turmoil. Moreover, conclusions drawn from the lin-
guistic analysis of the appearance and use of the toponym of ‘Ethiopia’ 
challenges commonly held notions of the internal and external identity of 
Ethiopia, particularly challenging the repeated scholarly opinion that it was 
applied to the predecessors of Solomonic Ethiopia before 1270. Most impor-
tantly, this study has emphasised how Nubia should not be ignored or over-
looked in favour of Ethiopia based on overly simplistic or anachronistic 
notions of the identity of biblical Ethiopia later cemented by the Solomonic 
dynasty. Furthermore, the highlighting of the fact that Solomonic Ethiopia 
did not universally claim itself  to be ‘Ethiopia’ in correspondence with 
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non-Christian recipients poses further questions for the adoption, scope, and 
purpose of Solomonic Ethiopia’s new identity.

Additionally, the framing of the sources for interaction within a methodol-
ogy of news interactions – primary, secondary, and tertiary networks, as well 
as communal knowledge – has highlighted how the routes of news and infor-
mation can be retraced, or at least plausibly reconstructed, despite often lim-
ited references to direct interaction, particularly in the earlier period. 
Knowledge production did not develop in a vacuum. Equally, many subse-
quent questions remain unanswered, such as the circumstances behind the 
Nubian adoption of the word santa in one possibly c. late twelfth-century 
document from Qasr Ibrim. Fleeting and isolated interactions are one matter, 
but language adoption suggests much greater engagement than the text oth-
erwise relates. Communal knowledge, particularly, points to diverse observa-
tional knowledge which could develop even without the need for direct 
interactions. We should also not forget about the information which was 
shared but shows almost no explicit trace in certain arenas, such as in the 
Holy Land during the earlier twelfth century. The information exchange and 
interactions presented here should not necessarily be considered to be iso-
lated only to the directly and indirectly documented instances. By no means 
does this approach only have to apply to the material presented here and 
could readily be transplanted to other studies where direct evidenced interac-
tions are similarly limited, both in scope and in scale.

This study has shown that many more areas of interaction between Nubians, 
Ethiopians, and Latin Christians occurred during the twelfth to fourteenth 
centuries than is currently accredited in the respective fields of scholarship. 
Not only was Nubia a ‘Mediterranean society’, to return to Giovanni Ruffini’s 
term, but the activities of Dotawo and Nubian diasporas beyond Nubia went 
further than that of trade and pilgrimage, particularly in the realm of regional 
geopolitics and information dissemination. Equally, even though it is argued 
that Ethiopia was not diplomatically active with Latin Europe since late antiq-
uity until 1402, it was not unknown to the Latin Christians – largely emphasis-
ing the early priority of Nubia in Latin Christian discourse until the fourteenth 
century. By doing so, this study has drawn attention to the role of Nubia and 
Ethiopia in contemporary Latin Christian discourse, the significance of con-
textualising the latter history of Dotawo within a regional geopolitical prism, 
and on the circumstances and platform on which Solomonic Ethiopia adopted 
the biblical ‘Ethiopian’ identity at the expense of Nubia. As Nubian and 
Ethiopian evidence remains relatively scant in comparison to the Latin 
Christian corpus, this study has also sought to emphasise the importance of 
discussing Nubia and Ethiopia in Crusades Studies, and other comparable 
Latin European studies, rather than maintaining a focus on other Eastern 
Christian groups. It is not the case that the evidence for discussing Nubians or 
Ethiopians in this manner is necessarily unknown or limited. Particularly, this 
study has emphasised a much greater need to contextualise the Crusader States 
within the Red Sea region far beyond the largely sole discussion of Reynald de 
Châtillon’s 1182–3 Red Sea ‘raid’ within a Holy Land-centred narrative.
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Beyond the parameters of the study in question, this work also hopes to 
offer discussions which pertain to questions concerning the Latin Christian 
fifteenth-century ‘invention’ of ‘Africa’, which developed from their early 
interest in Nubia, before shifting attentions to Ethiopia alongside the emerg-
ing continent. In contrast to the material presented here on Nubia and 
Ethiopia, this study also poses the question regarding the competing dis-
courses concerning West Africa. As Latin Christian interest in West Africa 
increased from the latter half  of the thirteenth century, at least as far as the 
sources portray, how far did Latin Christian discourse on the remainder of 
the African continent truly rival that of Ethiopia, at least until the expulsion 
of the Jesuits in 1633? Can it be said that Ethiopia always maintained a pri-
macy? Other questions resulting from this study concern the depth of Nubian 
influences in early Solomonic identity in Ethiopia. Similarly, did this framing 
of identity reach beyond the question of ‘who was Ethiopia’ and was it only 
an Ethiopian prerogative, or did any aspects of Ethiopian culture get adopted 
by Dotawo too? Certainly, much more work needs to be undertaken concern-
ing the physical and intellectual connectivity between Nubia and Ethiopia 
between the fourth and sixteenth centuries. One particular area of study that 
this work has only inadvertently addressed is the study of race in medieval 
Latin Europe. It has sought to provide a narrative of Christian African-Latin 
Christian relations during the twelfth and fourteenth centuries as a result of 
increased engagement with each other, which can be used for further work on 
how concepts of race developed or were challenged in Latin Europe. Christian 
Africa did not witness the same application of non-Christian attitudes or 
ignorance that non-Christian Africa experienced in medieval Latin Christian 
discourse and this distinction remains commonly overlooked in current 
scholarship.

Moving forward, this study has sought to provide new inspiration for 
future directions in the study of Nubia, Ethiopia – as well as Africa more 
generally – and the Crusades, both for the period between the twelfth and 
fourteenth centuries and as a foundation for the later events of the fifteenth 
century. It has reframed and recontextualised the histories of post-twelfth-
century Nubia and Ethiopia within a much wider regional narrative. 
Moreover, it has highlighted how much more work needs to be done concern-
ing the relationship, both physical and intellectual, between the regions of 
Nubia and Ethiopia prior to the collapse of Dotawo in the sixteenth century. 
This study has also aimed to shed new light on the role and impact of the 
Crusade movement beyond its traditionally perceived boundaries, illustrat-
ing how it could have both beneficial and detrimental impacts on neighbour-
ing Christian African kingdoms. Above all, this book has highlighted the 
interconnected nature of the histories of Dotawo, Ethiopia, and the Crusades 
and has proposed that these histories should no longer be viewed almost 
entirely in isolation and that the historiographical rejection of connections 
needs to be continually reassessed. Indeed, the histories of Dotawo, Ethiopia, 
and the Crusades between c.1095 and 1402 cannot be fully understood with-
out also situating them within the wider contemporary context of each other.
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